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Preface
When the process of writing is stripped to its bones, the only tool that a writer has for
conveying her story is language. That tool must fit her hand, curve into her palm, be weighty
enough, but not unwieldy, and serve its purpose with precision, efficacy, and strength. Because
there are diverse stories to be told, language in the hand of one writer will be different than in the
hand of another writer. Writing Redemption Store involved a deep search for the right tool – the
clean, simple, elegant language in which these stories needed to be told – and a constant honing
of the tool to be certain it retained its sharpness.
Redemption Store is a collection of ten stories that share a core connection: each story is
in some way driven by, defined by, or dependent on the relationships between mothers and
daughters. In each of the stories, these relationships are biological but not automatically made
whole and complete by virtue of birth. These stories challenge, illuminate, and validate the
authenticity and vulnerability of those connections.
Alice Munro said, “I’m not an autobiographical writer, but I’ve pretty well followed my
own life in terms of what I think about and what I see.” (Feinberg) The stories of Redemption
Store are not autobiographical, but throughout my life, my relationship with my mother has been
complicated and at times emotionally impenetrable. It is the relationship that has most shaped me
into the woman and the writer that I am and that has led me to write about the ways, simple and
complex, that mothers and daughters affect each other.
I am also a product of the American South. Much as I am ambivalent about my mother’s
influence on the person I have become as an adult, I have an uneasy relationship with my
Southern roots, but that connection is a formative factor that I cannot ignore. I grew up in a time
when black was separated from white, as if it were perfectly justifiable for a privileged subset of
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humans to treat other humans as lesser people. The details of a childhood and adolescence spent
in South Carolina are inlaid like a mosaic into my psyche. It did not surprise me that these stories
wanted to be set in two fictional Southern towns: Burleson, North Carolina, and Saloma, South
Carolina.
In writing about the fragmented, intricate, flawed, and sometimes broken relationships
between mothers and daughters, it was important that the format of the work be compatible with
the stories being told. The ten stories are interconnected, some in large and apparent ways (such
as shared characters, settings, and story lines), some by something as simple as the mention of
the Saloma-Caswell highway that runs through many of the stories. Five of the pieces – “Mill
People,” “Miss High and Mighty,” “Redemption Store,” “Janny, Married,” and “The Freeze” –
tell the stories of three generations of women in the same family: Lou, Cynthia, and Janis. The
stories are chronological, beginning with “Mill People,” which takes place in the early 1930s and
ending with “The Freeze,” which is set in 2013. The other five stories, which are not as closely
linked as these five, span a variety of decades in Saloma and Burleson. The different degrees of
interconnectivity between the stories is suggestive of the levels of connection and disconnection
that exist between different sets of mothers and daughters, or even of different points in the lives
of one mother and daughter. At times the familial bond is resilient and indissoluble; at other
times, that same bond is tenuous, fragile, and brittle. By creating a set of stories that connect to
each other with varying cohesion, I insinuate through form the unpredictable, mutable, and fluid
state of mother-daughter relationships.
Throughout my time in the Creative Writing program at The University of Texas at El
Paso, I have been challenged to write in ways that I would not normally write. Some of
America’s best contemporary writers were my guides for this process. Under the supportive,
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beauty-drenched tutelage of Sasha Pimentel, I wrote poetry. Bolstered by the kinetic imagination
and inspiring passion of Daniel Chacón, I wrestled with my own duende to write outside of my
usual realm. But I locked in spiritually and emotionally with the language written by Lex
Williford when I read his short story collection Macauley’s Thumb years before starting the
MFA program at UTEP – language that is simple, expressive, elegant, and enough, precisely
enough. As writers, we may resist categorization, but Williford’s writing is human, natural and
evocative, qualities often labeled as “realism.” John Gardner writes:
[T]he line-by-line bulk of a realist’s work goes far beyond the
accurate naming of streets and stores or accurate description of
people and neighborhoods. He must present, moment by moment,
concrete images drawn from a careful observation of how people
behave, and he must render the connections between moments, the
exact gestures, facial expressions, or turns of speech that, within
any given scene, move human beings from emotion to emotion,
from one instant in time to the next. (24)
This is the writing I most want to read and it is the way I want to write. The simple,
precise language of realism is the tool that best fits my hand and allows me to shape my stories
about mothers and daughters and their complicated lives.
In 2013, Alice Munro was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature, an honor that
celebrates the beauty, impact, and importance of her writing. I enjoy reading many authors, but
gravitate most consistently toward those whose use of language is spare, graceful and precise,
such as Raymond Carver and Alice Munro. The works of Munro – with her small towns, modest
living spaces, and funny and heartbreaking characters – exert a magnetic pull on me, perhaps
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more so because we share certain similarities as writers and as women. We both grew up in tiny
rural towns with populations of about 3500: she in Wingham, Ontario, in southwestern Canada,
and I in Williston, South Carolina, in the southeastern U.S. We share a certain sensibility that
comes from spending our formative years in those small and insular places. Interviewing Munro
in 1990, D.J.R. Bruckner writes:
‘In small towns,’ she said, ‘you have no privacy at all. You have a
role, a character, but one that other people have made up for you.
Other people have already made your self.’ In story after story she
has demonstrated how, even in small towns where everyone knows
everyone else, the hairline faults in people’s understanding of one
another will grow until the earth moves under them.
All of the stories in Redemption Store take place in the fictional towns of Burleson, North
Carolina, and Saloma, South Carolina. As Munro places many of her stories in rural Ontario, I
mine the areas I remember from growing up in South Carolina and having family in North
Carolina. Though I have not lived in the Carolinas for almost 40 years, the stamp of a childhood
and adolescence in that area is indelible enough to mark my writing decades later. These stories
must take place in Burleson and Saloma, not in Detroit or Arizona, because the characters are
defined as much by the place as by their own inner lives. In talking about locating most of her
stories in rural southwestern Ontario, Munro says, “The people are very rooted in the place, and
it doesn’t really matter what happens outside – fame is getting your name in the local paper, not
in The Toronto Globe and Mail.” (qtd. in Rothstein)
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Michael Ravitch writes of Munro:
She writes about very specific places, mostly small towns in
Canada, and invites history back into fiction, with all its messy
complications. Her characters are far from rootless; in fact, they
tend to feel burdened by attachments they cannot easily shed. They
live in an old world, a world in which memory is still more
powerful than forgetting, a world full of unusual and vivid stories.
(161)
These same words could be said of the stories in Redemption Store, where the class,
gender, and racial distinctions of the “old South” are evident, and in some cases, revoked by the
inherent humanity of the characters. Munro herself notes the similarity between her world and
that of the American Southern writers she has acknowledged as influences. She says, “If I’m a
regional writer, the region I’m writing about has many things in common with the American
South.” (qtd. in Struthers 196)
Place is as much a part of our stories as the characters. There is an implicit understanding
in the stories of Redemption Store that these things would not have happened in this way in
another place. Cynthia, a character who appears in five of the ten stories, is defined by the
circumstances of her illegitimate birth to Lou in Burleson’s mill town and her escape to higher
social standing in Saloma. Her daughter Janis is, in turn, a product of a privileged youth spent in
Saloma under the care of her beloved Cassie, and completes a circle of connection to place by
making a pilgrimage of sorts to Lou’s mill house in Burleson.
The piney woods that cover much of South Carolina are an important place in
“Redemption Store” and “Janny, Married,” as well as “A Long Life for a Canary” and “One
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Mississippi, Two Mississippi.” As much as they are representative of the region’s topography, in
these stories the woods become a cathedral-like sanctuary where sacred and profane things
happen. In “Janny, Married,” Janis goes to the woods where she’d played as a child:
She walked along Lester Road toward the piney woods that
were still there, undeveloped. When she was a child, the woods
had seemed gaping and enormous to her, the layers of pine
branches forming a dizzying vaulted ceiling that blocked the sun.
Walking down the slope from the street into the woods had felt
ceremonial, like entering the dark burnished sanctuary of the First
Presbyterian Church to worship.
The air felt cooler as soon as she stepped into the woods.
Brown needles covered the ground, cushioning her steps. It was
quiet and peaceful; more than quiet, there was an absence of noise.
(Palsole 88)
Place does not always mean just a physical geography, a stand of pines, or a type of soil,
however. The people who populate Burleson and Saloma are a critical component of place in
Redemption Store: Lou, Thelma, the McClouds, Cynthia, Bobby Jasper, Bill Greene, Cassie,
Janis, Ava and Debbie March, Rita, Jackie, Becky, Anna, the soldiers from Ft. Jimmerson,
Serena and Pixie, Picker Stubbs, Sherman, Marci, Gainey, and Evie. These characters are as
much a part of the geography and countryside as the hills and the streams. They don’t just live in
these places, they inhabit them fully and draw life from everything and everyone within their
sphere, connecting to each other and connecting each other to the place. Flannery O’Connor said,
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“Unless the novelist has gone utterly out of his mind, his aim is still communication, and
communication suggests talking inside a community.” (53)
Throughout Redemption Store, the communities are seen through the filter of motherdaughter relationships. The mothers are often unreliable or absent (Lou’s mother in “Mill
People,” Marci in “A Long Life for a Canary,” Anna’s mother in “One Mississippi, Two
Mississippi,”), dead (“Keeping Count” and “Evie Finds God or Something Like God”), too
perfect (Miz McCloud in “Mill People,” Serena in “The Man Who Fixed Things”), emotionally
unavailable (Cynthia in “Redemption Store,” “Janny, Married,” and “The Freeze”), new and
tender (Lou in “Mill People”), or unwilling to become mothers (Janis in “Janny, Married”).
Need dictates that some characters find mother replacements (Janny and Cassie in
“Redemption Store,” Sherman and Gainey in “A Long Life for a Canary”). Some characters’
lives are complicated, forever changed, or even redeemed by pregnancy.
Cynthia, who becomes a mother in “Miss High and Mighty” and whose story continues
in “Redemption Store,” “Janny, Married,” and “The Freeze,” is the most exacting and divisive
mother in the collection, and the character who is most closely aligned with my own mother.
Another parallel I share with Alice Munro is our difficult maternal relationships (though difficult
for different reasons) which infiltrate our writing. Munro said, “My mother keeps cropping up in
my stories.” (qtd. in Bruckner). Interviewed for The Paris Review, Munro stated, “The material
about my mother is my central material in life, and it always comes the most readily to me. If I
just relax, that’s what will come up.” In her examination of Munro and her writing, Controlling
the Uncontrollable, Ildikó de Papp Carrington writes:
[T]he frequency with which the mother-daughter theme recurs is
second only to her repeated explorations of the humiliations of
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love. Munro recognizes the mother-daughter theme as ‘an
obsession’ (“Interview”: Hancock, 104). ‘[T]he whole motherdaughter relationship interests me a great deal. It probably obsesses
me. . . . because I had a very intense relationship with my own
mother.’ (184)
Though I was initially and immediately attracted to Munro’s works on the strength of
their pristine and sensitive language, along with her ability to tell simply a compelling story,
through research I discovered that we both grew up under the wings of burdened mothers. Her
mother developed Parkinson’s disease in her 40s, thrusting the adolescent Munro into a pseudomaternal role and an accompanying state of resentment. She said, “Most of the time I was angry
at her, for her abdication and self-absorption. We argued.” (qtd. in Carrington 186)
My own mother spent her adult life compensating for what she saw as the humiliation
and indictment of being born and raised in poverty. Unable to accept the social and economic
strictures of her early life, my mother’s self-absorption was a vehicle for propelling herself out of
that life. This vehicle had no rear-view mirror and no reverse gear. She never looked back, never
acknowledged the struggles, sacrifices, and unconditional love of her own mother. If Munro’s
mother abdicated, my mother seized power by force, always in complete control of her history,
her environment, her career, her relationships, and her one child.
By using my mother for character inspiration in my writing, I’ve worked to regain a
certain amount of control. Drawing on difficult family dynamics is both a wellspring and an
abyss. Characters based wholly or in part on people with whom the writer has interacted over a
period of years can be easier to form and know, but using such characterizations comes at a
price: exposing and exploring the deficiencies, complexities and defeat in those interactions. In
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her article about autobiographical writing by women, Sybil Oldfield concludes, “A woman, it
seems, can admit to anything except that she does not love her unloving mother.” (299) In an
online lecture for a creative nonfiction course, Lex Williford quotes his mentor James
Whitehead, saying, “We write from the wound. It’s all right to be wounded. It’s what we sing
about.”
As writers, we work to “write from the wound,” to find and write our own truth. As
Munro said, “I don’t really think the main thing about a story, ever, is to bring a region to life. I
think it’s just to bring what you know of life to life.” (qtd. in Feinberg) Another Canadian writer,
Sharon Butala writes in her article, “Telling the Truth”:
It took me a long time to understand what a fiction writer does and
how, and from there a long time to realize how important it is as a
writer, a woman writer, to find the truth and tell it as compellingly
as possible. I felt liberated the day or the week – it didn’t happen
overnight – that I discovered I did not have to invent my stories in
the way that children make up fantastic tales (or become chronic
liars), but that I could use all the stuff of real life, that my work
itself then gained in power, that I felt writing become holy when I
moved into real life when I wrote, instead of out of it. (5)
In Redemption Store, I have written my truth and worked to bring “life to life,” which is
not to say the stories are nonfiction or strictly autobiographical. Through realistic detail and
precise language, my intention is to put the reader in Burleson and Saloma, sitting next to Lou,
Cynthia, Janis, Lorna, Sherman, Anna, Serena, and Evie, so that what those characters
experience is real, accessible, and relatable to the reader.
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In The Art of Fiction, John Gardner writes:
[A]ll we need for our sympathy to be roused is that the writer
communicate with power and conviction the similarities in his
characters’ experience and our own – then it must follow that the
first business of the writer must be to make us see and feel vividly
what his characters see and feel. However odd, however wildly
unfamiliar the fictional world . . . we must be drawn into the
characters’ world as if we were born to it. (43)
While I have far to go before I can aspire to Alice Munro’s level of writing, if ever I can,
and my style of writing does not (nor does it attempt to) mirror hers, I take inspiration from her
work. My intent is to write fiction that moves quietly into the reader’s mind and lodges there,
stalls there, invited to stay because it creates uncertainties and ambiguities that want answering.
In a blog review of Munro’s Hateship, Friendship, Courtship, Loveship, Marriage, Charles May
writes:
What is ambiguity in a Munro story? Something that is not seen
clearly, something that could be one thing and at the same time
another thing. When this happens, the thing becomes an object of
contemplation and thus an element in an art work, part of a formal
pattern, a gesture, a thematic suggestion.
In “Meneseteung,” Munro tells the story of local 19 th century poetess Almeda Roth,
living alone on the edge of spinsterhood, who is awakened one night by the sounds of a woman
and man struggling and fighting outside her open bedroom window. The next morning she finds
the woman crumpled, bloodied and battered, in her yard. Interspersed in the story are images of
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grapes Almeda is preparing for jelly, “the hot pulp” being strained in cheesecloth overnight. She
discovers that the woman isn’t dead, but a disturbing mess of blood, vomit, urine and bruises.
Munro follows this scene with two images: Almeda “realizes that the pain and fullness in her
lower body come from an accumulation of menstrual blood that has not yet started to flow” and
then Almeda sees that “[t]he grape pulp and juice has stained the swollen cloth a dark purple.
Plop, plup, into the basin beneath. She can’t sit and look at such a thing.” (492) The powerful
image of a wet, dark-stained cheesecloth bag, heavy with dripping grape pulp, along with
Almeda’s impending bleeding and the beaten woman’s bruises and blood, creates an uneasy
ambiguity that unsettles the reader. So much bleeding, so much heaviness and pain.
Of Munro’s collection Hateship, Friendship, Courtship, Loveship, Marriage, Ann Beattie
writes:
Munro alludes to little that is not right in front of our eyes, but
then, she has an eye for seemingly inconspicuous places and for
moments that might veer into sentimentality under the observation
of a lesser writer (looking at the stars; huddling in an unexpected
rain). The stories are illuminated by her simultaneously nonjudgmental, shrewd insight and by the luminosity of her prose. Her
selectivity and her ability to transform something mundane into
metaphor are truly astonishing.
It is the immaculate language, along with the wisdom of knowing which details are
needed and which can be passed over, that I most admire in Munro’s writing. There are no
flourishes or excesses. In reviewing Munro’s book of short stories, Dear Life, Charles McGrath
writes, “Munro is among the least fanciful of short story writers, seldom resorting to an image or
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a metaphor” which “accords with a sense in her fiction that the world is strange enough, without
the need of embellishment.” He also writes, “Munro’s fiction is full of details that initially seem
distracting or extraneous, because life is like that, and especially life as we recall it.”
Like Munro’s work, Raymond Carver’s writing is precise and detailed. In Carver’s
“Feathers,” the first-person narrator Jack describes having dinner with his wife Fran at the home
of his work friend, Bud and his wife Olla. In a story that includes a pet peacock named Joey and
an ugly baby named Harold, one of the most compelling images is “an old plaster-of-Paris cast
of the most crooked, jaggedy teeth in the world.” (12) The teeth, a mold of Olla’s teeth before
the orthodontia that Bud paid for, are displayed on top of the TV, alongside a vase of flowers.
They represent the inevitability of change, something that Jack and Fran tacitly fear and are
ultimately victims of. Fran also brings an organic symbol of change to the story: her long straight
blond hair. Throughout the story, she touches it, after we’ve been told how much Jack loves it.
By the end of the story, Fran and Jack – who started the story childless by choice – have had a
baby and Fran “cut her hair a long time ago. She’s gotten fat on me, too. We don’t talk about it.
What’s to say?” (26)
Munro and Carver both use inanimate but organic things – grapes, teeth, hair – as
objective correlatives. T. S. Eliot writes:
The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by
finding an “objective correlative”; in other words, a set of objects,
a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that
particular emotion; such that when the external facts, which must
terminate in sensory experience, are given, the emotion is
immediately evoked.
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Without voicing Jack and Fran’s fears of losing the enclosure and sexuality of their
coupledom, Carver expresses their emotions through the use of a plaster cast of ugly teeth and
images of long blond hair. It becomes inevitable that Fran will cut her hair.
Munro uses the heavy dripping grape pulp and its dark overflowing juice, along with
menstrual blood (echoed by the flowing Meneseteung River, a name which is similar to the word
menstruation), and a bloody, battered and nameless woman to express Almeda’s expectation,
impotence, and loss.
The stories in Redemption Store are detailed but use simple language to communicate the
specific facts of the scene, so that the reader feels drawn into that place and time. I also use
objective correlatives to convey emotion, as in the opening paragraph of “Redemption Store,”
where the narrator (eight-year-old Janny) tells us:
Every time we bought groceries at the Saloma Red & White,
Mama got a little strip of green stamps along with her change.
Sometimes if she bought a lot of groceries, the strip curled like a
long green ringlet. She kept them in a drawer in the utility room
until the nest of green strips grew fat and tangled and then she took
them out, along with the little books and a yellow sponge in a
saucer of water, and sat at the kitchen table. She lit a cigarette and
opened a bottle of Pepsi Cola. One by one, she tore a stamp off the
strip, ran it across the wet sponge to make the glue on the back
sticky, and placed it nice and straight on an empty square in the
book. After every few stamps, she took a puff of the cigarette and a
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sip of the Pepsi. Mama never let me help because I’d get too much
water on the stamps or stick them in the book crooked. (Palsole 45)
The intention is to make the ritual of collecting the green stamps feel real, as if the reader
is sitting at the kitchen table with Cynthia. Even for readers who may have never heard of S&H
green stamps, the scene should be easily visualized and give the reader an emotional entry into
Cynthia’s need for perfection and the resulting strain on her interactions with Janny.
In “One Mississippi, Two Mississippi,” a yellow Smurf alarm clock becomes an
objective correlative for the internal emotional chaos of Anna’s sexual abuse by her stepfather.
In “A Long Life for a Canary,” birds – wrens, sparrows, and a white canary – express Sherman’s
fragility and needs, and ultimately her growing strength and independence.
Daphne Merkin describes Alice Munro as a “spinner of humdrum kitchen-sink
entanglements, whose signature is the illuminating ordinary detail that clarifies everything that
leads up to it or the unremarkable yet pivotal moment that changes everything that comes after
it.” In “The Man Who Fixed Things,” such a moment is Pixie handing a chocolate chip cookie to
Picker Stubbs and, later, a slice of morning sunlight falling across an empty bed. In “Mill
People,” it’s Jeffrey running downstairs with a leather-bound copy of Black Beauty; a long-nosed
Studebaker pulling away from the McCloud house, and Lou wrapped in a soft red wool blanket.
Each story in Redemption Store has “illuminating ordinary detail[s]” (Merkin) that hint more
than shout about things to come. In a discussion with me about “Janny, Married,” Lex Williford
stated that the story contained an “almost numbing subtlety,” which he went on to say was meant
as a good thing. I am aware, however, that my proclivity for understatement can be problematic.
Even in my final semester as a graduate student in Creative Writing, I continue to
confront my tendency to be too subtle. What I intend as “illuminating ordinary detail” (Merkin)
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sometimes translates to not enough information on the page. The actions of my characters, who
are known intimately to me, can appear random, unfocused or confusing. The motivation for
certain character behaviors, reactions or dialogue may be muddled, because I haven’t told the
reader everything I know. Through multiple revisions of the stories in Redemption Store, I have
worked to find balance between the right amount of ambiguity and overwriting the story.
Kurt Vonnegut documented eight rules for writing fiction. Though it seems simplistic to
reduce something as complex as writing good fiction to eight rules, and it could be argued that
Vonnegut’s list is not (and was never intended to be) exhaustive, rule number eight addresses my
tendency toward over-subtlety:
Give your readers as much information as possible as soon as
possible. To heck with suspense. Readers should have such
complete understanding of what is going on, where and why, that
they could finish the story themselves, should cockroaches eat the
last few pages. (10)
Within the Vonnegutian humor lies serious advice from a master of fiction writing about
the value of literary transparency. As writers, we may not want to think our readers would be
able to finish our stories in the event of ravenous cockroaches – certainly don’t want to think that
any of the careful words we labor to write, revise, and rewrite are optional to fully understanding
a story – but Vonnegut’s advice is a good reminder for writers who are prone to withholding
information with the intention of writing with subtlety. There is a thin line between subtlety and
confusion.
I suggest that an apocryphal ninth rule for Vonnegut’s list might be “Mind your POV.”
John Gardner writes:
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If the story is presented in the form of a realistic novel, novella, or
short story . . . the writer’s choice of style becomes a serious
consideration. We need not spell out all the various possibilities of
stylistic choice (to do so would be impossible in any case); it will
be enough simply to suggest that each choice has implications. The
writer must decide what point of view he will use, what diction
level, what “voice,” what psychic-distance range. (75)
In most of the stories in Redemption Store, the point of view is fixed and is usually that of
either the mother or the daughter in the story. “A Long Life for a Canary,” told from three points
of view, including that of a male character Gainey, is an exception. Set up in chronologically
subtitled sections, the shifting points of view are easily discernable. The point of view in “The
Man Who Fixed Things” briefly shifts from mother to daughter and back again. The small
glimpse of Pixie’s point of view is just enough to more fully develop her character within
Serena’s story. At the end of “Miss High and Mighty,” there is a purposeful change in point of
view from Cynthia to Bill, signifying a major shift in the dynamic of their relationship and their
lives together.
Except for “Redemption Store” and “One Mississippi, Two Mississippi,” all of the stories
in the collection are told in the voice of a third-person-narrator who is probably more subjective
than objective and who falls somewhere on a spectrum between limited and omniscient.
“Redemption Store” is written in the first-person from the point of view of eight-year-old Janny
and “One Mississippi, Two Mississippi” in the first-person point of view of sixteen-year-old
Anna. I opt to use first person narration in both stories for different reasons. I want to personalize
Janny’s experiences and filter them through the unsophisticated but truthful voice of a child.
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Anna’s story calls for the immediacy of first-person narration to effectively juxtapose her sexual
encounter with her history of sexual abuse – the reader should hear Anna’s thoughts and
impressions directly.
In Method and Madness, Alice LaPlante writes:
[T]he rules of narration are yours to set. You are the one making a
contract with your reader, and the only stipulation is that you make
the terms of the contract clear and that you don’t break the
contract. Be consistent. Let there be logic. That logic can be
complex. . . . But it has to be there. (241)
Beyond consistency within each story, the narration and voice in all five directlyconnected stories in Redemption Store are consistent, even though one of them has a first-person
narrator. I wrote the diction and language in each story to be mindful of the time-frame in which
it takes place. The narrative style in “Mill People,” which takes place in the 1930s is necessarily
different than the style of “The Freeze,” which is set 80 years later, but overall, the voices are
consistent and believable as the characters live through the different phases of their lives.
I am not the first writer to write about mothers and daughters, but I am the first person to
write about these daughters and these mothers, and the stories of Redemption Store are indelibly
mine. The characters are born of my life, my experiences, my imaginings, and my fears, but
cannot be called autobiographical in more than the basic scaffolding of their creation. I have used
some of the circumstances of my early life and my mother’s, and built characters around those
scenarios, resulting in stories that parallel facets of my life but do not mirror it. In Alice Munro’s
last (and she says final) book of short stories, Dear Life, there is a short paragraph centered in an
otherwise blank page preceding the last four stories:
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FINALE
The final four works in this book are not quite stories. They form a
separate unit, one that is autobiographical in feeling, though not,
sometimes, entirely so in fact. I believe they are the first and last –
and the closest – things I have to say about my own life. (255)
The four pieces, “The Eye,” “Night,” “Voices,” and “Dear Life,” are narrated in the first
person in a voice that is consistent across all four stories. It seems, though it is never implicitly
stated, that it is the same narrator. In each story, the narrator’s mother is central to the action and
the tension. Munro’s language is, as always, spare, clean, elegant, and exact. Not a word is
wasted. Without overtly stating it, she implies a gentle undercurrent of resentment mixed with
begrudging admiration for the stories’ difficult, problematic, discontented and ill mother. She
communicates an emotional distance with straightforward, unembellished storytelling. In the
book’s final story, in the last paragraph of what Munro has said is her last book, she writes:
I did not go home for my mother’s last illness or for her funeral. I
had two small children and nobody in Vancouver to leave them
with. We could barely have afforded the trip, and my husband had
a contempt for formal behavior, but why blame it on him? I felt the
same. We say of some things that they can’t be forgiven, or that we
will never forgive ourselves. But we do – we do it all the time.
(319)
The last of my five directly-connected stories, “The Freeze,” takes place when Cynthia is
in her early 80s and her daughter Janis is in her late 50s. What has been a frustrating, damaged
and damaging relationship for many years is now complicated by Cynthia’s dementia and Janis’s
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resentment. The final paragraphs of “The Freeze” express Janis’s overwhelming emotions
through a rampage in her garden, ending with the allusion of renewal and self-forgiveness:
Janis crossed the yard to the shed, put the shears back in their
place, and sat down on the steps of the back porch, crossing her
arms like a bridge over her knees. She surveyed the yard, littered
with the green branches and blooming flowers she’d cut. She
looked at the stumps and stalks that stood naked where there had
been lushness. She stared at what remained of the prickly rosemary
bush, wondering if it had any life left in its dry branches or if the
freeze had killed it on the inside.
After a few minutes, Janis went to the spigot and turned on the
water. She pulled the hose across the back yard and dropped it so
that the water burbled around the roots of the rosemary bush,
pooling in the sunken area where the twisted gray trunk came out
of the earth. She let the cool water run until it overflowed, pouring
over the brick edging like a waterfall. (Palsole 157)
Originally, this story ended with Janis standing under the hose, drenching – baptizing –
herself. In revision, her actions became more refined, less overtly dramatic, but more effective –
now in sync with what the character would do.
My time in the UTEP Creative Writing M.F.A. program has taught me to question my
words and their authenticity through intense collaborative workshopping with a cohort of gifted
graduate students and dedicated, mentoring faculty. Though I studied Heidegger and Foucault,
my attempts to parse Heidegger for discussion boards resulted in tears of frustration and an
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overwhelming sense of inadequacy. A real writer should be able to understand and inhabit
Heidegger’s words and theories, I thought as I struggled to post cogent thoughts. In time,
whether through self-preservation or good common sense, I worked my way to the knowledge
that every writer who sits in front of a laptop or picks up a pen has his or her distinct value and
strengths. I will never be that writer who can expound on theory and philosophy, but I am that
writer who writes to inhabit your heart and live in its rhythms.
I have learned that writing is creation followed by the arduous, uncomfortable process of
refining creation. It is being in the chair until your legs fall asleep, your butt is numb, you need to
pee, and you’re thirsty, but you stay in the chair because staying there is more compelling and
necessary. I would like to think that earning my M.F.A. will make me a more confident writer,
but it’s unlikely. Alice Munro – Nobel Prize-winning Alice Munro – says, “In writing, I’ve
always had a lot of confidence, mixed with a dread that this confidence is entirely misplaced.”
(qtd. in McColloch)
As a Creative Writing M.F.A. graduate, the credentials will be nice – an achievement –
but what I’ve really learned is to stay in the chair.
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Mill People

Her knees hurt. She pulled clean rags out of the dry bucket, folded them into two thick
squares, placed them under her knees, and went back to scrubbing the kitchen floor with a
wooden brush. Thelma sure makes a mess when she cooks. The soapy water in the wet bucket
turned a brownish-gray under the thinning bubbles as she rinsed the brush. Miz McCloud liked a
white kitchen and this floor was near impossible to keep clean.
"Lou, you missed a spot, there by the icebox. You best pay attention to your work, girl.
You know how particular Miz McCloud be.” said Thelma from the kitchen table, her hips
sagging over the sides of a spindly chair, straining the seams of her blue floral cotton shift. Lou
turned her face down toward the bucket so Thelma couldn't see her eyes roll. You ain’t my
mama, Thelma. You’re just the cook. Thelma turned the pages of the Fannie Farmer cookbook in
a careless way, like she wasn't even reading them. "Mister want a beef stew tonight, so you better
peel me some potatoes after this."
"I still got to scrub bathrooms."
"You can do that after the potatoes."
Lou kept her head down and worked at a dark spot on the floor that wouldn't come clean.
She heard the front door open and close and a shrill voice echoed through the foyer.
"Stop it, Jeffrey! I'm telling Mama!"
Lou stood up and dropped the brush in the soapy bucket. She tried to push sweaty pieces
of hair back into her braid and smoothed her hands down the front of her skirt. Thelma raised
one eyebrow at her, then put both hands on the table to heave herself out of the chair.
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"There my Miss Elizabeth," Thelma said as a blond girl walked into the kitchen, tracking
through Lou's clean wet floor. "How was school today?"
"I hate ninth grade. Mrs. Wannamaker is an awful bore,” the girl said, flipping her hair
behind her shoulder. “I want a tomato sandwich, with lots of mayonnaise, Thelma. Not just a
little on the bread, a lot. And salt and pepper."
Thelma picked a red tomato from the window sill and sliced it. She cut two even pieces
of bread from the loaf and spread them with a thick layer of mayonnaise from a jar in the icebox.
Jeffrey followed his sister into the kitchen. He tiptoed around the shiny wet portions of the floor
and smiled at Lou. She smiled back at him.
"You want a sandwich, Mr. Jeffrey?" Thelma asked as she put a plate in front of Lizzy.
"No, thanks, Thelma." Jeffrey took an apple from the bowl on the counter and polished it
against his tweed pants. Lou watched him push the apple against his thigh. Jeffrey was short and
slight, not much taller than Lou, although at sixteen, he was two years older. He was as fair as
Lizzy, but his cheeks were always flushed pink, like he had just run a race. He pushed his glasses
back up on the bridge of his narrow nose and bit into the apple.
"Hi, Lou," he said, his cheek full. Lou smiled and looked at her feet. She stared at the
worn brown brogues that were too big for her. They were cast-offs from her brother Eddy –
scuffed, ugly shoes that weren't even made for a girl. They were loose on Lou's small feet,
though she wore thick socks and stuffed newspaper in the toes of both shoes. Lou looked at
Lizzy in her dark green wool skirt and matching cardigan, her white cotton blouse starched and
pressed. She wore black lace-up shoes with white anklet socks, but Lizzy’s shoes were small and
neat, meant for a girl. Her blonde hair was pulled back with matching barrettes. Lou watched
Lizzy chew her tomato sandwich. It felt like a hundred years since they had been classmates in
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Mrs. Folk's seventh grade homeroom. That was the last year Lou had gone to school before
Mama took her out and put her to work at the McCloud house. One day she was the quiet brownhaired girl sitting in the desk behind Lizzy McCloud. The next day she was sweeping the floor of
Lizzy's pink bedroom and dusting the shelves that held Lizzy's collection of glass-eyed dolls.
Lou owned just one doll her Meemaw had made from a worn-out sock stuffed with newspaper.
Lou loved that doll to pieces when she was little, to threadbare, falling-apart pieces. She named
her Maisy and took care of her with a natural tenderness, crooning, "Hush, baby, hush," when
she rocked the doll back and forth.

After the McClouds had their supper, Thelma gave Lou a bowl of leftover stew at the
kitchen table – mostly carrots and potatoes – and a jar of stew to take home. Lou wrapped the jar
in a clean cloth and tucked it under her arm as she began her walk back to mill town. It was the
only time she had all to herself, the walk to the big white house on Merritt Avenue every
morning except Sunday and then back home after supper. Being that it was November, the night
was already coming in as Lou walked. On Merritt Avenue, the street was clean and she walked
on an unbroken concrete sidewalk. She’d memorized each big, two-story house on the street.
After the McClouds’ big white house with the four columns in front, there was the one made of
yellow brick and then the one made of red brick with statues of lions by the driveway. When she
turned from Merritt onto First, the houses grew smaller and the sidewalk was broken and
scattered with rocks that she kicked along the side of the road with her thick brogues. At Bucky
Street, the sidewalk ended. She kicked a rock all the way from Bucky Street until she got to the
door of the mill house on Pearsall Street where she lived with Eddy and Mama.
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Eddy was in the front room, sitting with his head bowed close to the Westinghouse radio,
trying to hear The Shadow. He’d saved up from his job at the mill to buy the used radio at Kahn's
Dry Goods in downtown Burleson, riding the bus back to the mill house with the radio sitting on
his lap like a baby. It was missing its antenna, so Eddy used broken-off pieces of a wire hanger
to try to get better reception. The wire was bent at a funny angle, but Lou could just hear "The
Shadow knows…" through the static. Lou handed him the jar of stew, still mostly warm.
Mama was in the bedroom, asleep on her mattress in the corner of the room. Lou took
off her big brown brogues and her black socks, climbed onto her own bare mattress, and pulled
the blanket around her legs. It was an old green army blanket, scratchy and stiff. Lizzy had a soft
pink bedspread flowered with tiny roses and pale pink sheets that felt cool and smooth. Lou
made up Lizzy's white four-poster bed every morning, first thing. Then she made up Jeffrey's.
His sheets were blue striped and smelled like the Lifebuoy soap he bathed with. One time, she
had dared to slip between his sheets and lie in his bed for a minute, just a minute. She had been
afraid the whole minute, her heart thumping hard, but for that minute, she felt like she wasn't
Lou. She imagined her body beside Jeffrey’s, his blonde head next to hers on the pillow.
Mama snorted and coughed. Lou saw the gin bottle on the floor next to the mattress,
nearly empty. Lou got up and tiptoed to her mother's bedside. She bent down and tucked the
cotton quilt in around Mama’s knees and shoulders. The holes in the quilt made it hard to cover
every inch of her, but she tried, stepping back to look at her work. Mama turned over and pushed
the covers away with a grimace. One foot kicked out, the sole black with dirt. She slapped at her
ear like she was hearing a mosquito, but it was a cold night and there weren't any mosquitoes.
Mama must be dreaming. Lou pulled the covers up again and then went to lie on her own
mattress, the grubby sock doll like a deflated balloon next to her. She stroked Maisy’s head
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where Meemaw had stitched a few strands of yellow thread to make hair and said, "Shh. Go to
sleep, Maisy. Mama’s here."

Lou was dusting Lizzy’s room when she felt it: a wetness between her legs, like she’d
wet her pants, but different. She dropped the feather duster and ran to the bathroom in the
hallway. When she pulled her white cotton underpants down, she saw blood, bright red. Lou
knew what it was. Her mama had told her about it, one night before her words were too slurred
to understand.
She cleaned herself up and washed her stained underpants in the sink, rubbing Lizzy’s
sweet-smelling soap over the bloodied cotton and rinsing until the water ran clear. She wrung
them as dry as she could and balled them up in the pocket of her apron.
In Lizzy’s room, she pulled open drawers until she found a stack of delicate panties. They
were softer and prettier than anything Lou had ever owned. Lou pulled out a pair and quickly
stepped into them. She pushed a clean dry washcloth from the bathroom between her legs and
squirmed to adjust the panties. Lizzy took three more pairs of Lizzy’s panties from the drawer,
unbuttoned the top of her dress and stuffed them inside. Her clothing was so big and shapeless,
the smuggled panties didn’t even show. Lizzy had so much, she’d never miss them.
When Lizzy and Jeffrey got home from school, Lou was polishing the banisters in the
foyer. Lizzy didn't look at Lou, just dropped her books on the table and went straight to the
kitchen, yelling to Thelma that she wanted a banana sandwich. Jeffrey stopped in the foyer. He
sat on the bottom step of the staircase and fiddled with the laces of his oxford shoes. He was only
a few feet away from Lou and seemed to be taking a long time to tighten his laces.
"Hey, Jeffrey," Lou said. Her voice sounded thin and strange to her own ears.
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"Hey, Lou."
"You have fun at school?"
"It was okay."
"Don’t you like school?”
“Yeah, I like it fine.”
“I miss it. I liked going to the library. I was reading Black Beauty."
"You didn't finish it?"
"No. I had to take it back to the library when I stopped school." Lou rubbed the soft cloth
over the grain of the dark wood in a slow circle, the same spot over and over.
"Why'd you stop coming to school, anyway?"
"Had to go to work. My mama didn't go no more than fourth grade, but she let me go for
seven grades." Lou gave up the pretense of dusting and folded the rag into a neat square. "I can
read better than my mama, too."
"I have a copy of Black Beauty. You can borrow it." He said it like a question. No one
had ever lent Lou anything. It gave her a little thrill in the bottom of her tummy to think of taking
Jeffrey's book into her bed and flipping through the pages, her fingers touching the dog ears his
fingers had folded down. She nodded. Jeffrey ran up the stairs to his room and she pictured him
there, looking through the tall wooden bookcase. Black Beauty was on the third shelf from the
bottom, fifth book on the left. She had dusted it many times and had fingered the blue leather
spine each time, feeling the ridge of the gilt letters. Jeffrey came down the stairs, two at a time,
and handed Lou the book. He stood close to her, closer than she had ever stood to a boy, except
Eddy and that wasn't anything like this. She could feel his breath on her face. Lou hugged the
book to her chest and stepped back.
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"Thank you, Jeffrey. I'll be careful with it."
"You can keep it, if you want." Lou stopped breathing for a second. She had never owned
a book. The only book in their little cracker box house was a beat-up King James Bible that
Meemaw had given Mama for her 13th birthday. Sometimes Lou read it just to practice her
words, even though the words in that Bible were not plain English. She was afraid she'd lose her
words, would forget how to read and write. Every now and then she made herself copy sentences
from the Bible when she could find a scrap of paper. Eddy and Mama brought paper from the
mill for her when they could and Eddy sharpened her pencil with his pocketknife. Mama was
proud that Lou could read and write. She said when Lou got big enough she'd get a better job at
the mill if she could read and sign her name with real letters instead of an X.

That night, while Mama snored and kicked from her mattress, Lou started reading Black
Beauty from the beginning again, the words a happy memory: "The first place that I can well
remember was a large pleasant meadow with a pond of clear water in it." She read into the night,
angling herself on the mattress to catch the light coming through the window from the street
lamp. When her eyes closed, she slept with the book in her arms.
She woke to Mama's raspy voice: "Get up, Lulu. Eddy and me are leaving to the mill.
You got to get going, too." Lou forced her eyes open. Still dark outside, dark and cold. The book
lay next to her on the mattress and she pushed it under her small pillow so Mama wouldn't see it.
She shuffled into the tiny kitchen where Eddy was drinking a mug of hot water with some
powdered milk in it. Thelma had let Lou take home the tail end of a loaf of bread the day before.
Mama smeared it with bacon fat from a dish on the stove and handed it to Eddy.
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“Here,” she said, not looking at Lou. “You got to put something in your stomach, boy.”
Lou poured boiling water into her mug and added a spoonful of powdered milk. Eddy pushed the
crust into his mouth and chewed it slowly, his eyes locked on Lou's. He licked the grease from
his fingers and swallowed the last of his hot milk water. Lou didn't feel hungry, anyway; she was
thinking of the way Jeffrey's breath had felt on her face.
Mama and Eddy left, banging the screen door behind them, and Lou hurried to get
dressed. She hadn’t told Mama about what happened in her underwear the day before. She had
hidden the panties she stole from Lizzy under her old worn underpants in the drawer she and
Mama shared. Until she stopped bleeding, she wouldn’t risk wearing the pretty ones. It made her
happy just knowing there were there in her drawer, their little pink satin bows under the rough
fabric of her cheap dime-store underpants.
She pulled on both pairs of her socks and wore her sweater and the thin coat that was a
hand-me-down from Mama's friend Lucy. It was too big, but it helped cut the cold. Before she
left, Lou knelt by her mattress and lifted the corner to slide the book underneath. Mama got
home before she did and she didn't want her snooping into her stuff. If Mama got a bottle from
Jimbo at the mill, she wouldn't mess with Lou's stuff. She'd just sit in the chair in the corner of
the front room and drink while Eddy fiddled with the radio. After a time, she'd stand up, say
nothing, and make her way across the room holding onto the walls and the few sticks of furniture
between the chair and her mattress. But Lou couldn't be sure Mama would be able to get a bottle
from Jimbo, so she pushed the book under the mattress to be safe.

The next day Lou went straight to Lizzy’s dresser when she was upstairs cleaning and
dusting. She opened the drawers, one by one, and plundered through the contents of each
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drawer. She pulled out two pairs of white anklet socks, one of them trimmed in blue stitching,
and pushed them down the front of her dress. Lou opened the pink leather jewelry box on top of
her dresser. A porcelain ballerina sprung up and turned in circles while tinkly music played. Lou
sucked in her breath at the sight, then picked up a tiny silver bracelet with a heart-shaped charm.
She slipped it into her pocket and closed the jewelry box. She walked toward the hall, but
stopped in the doorway. Almost running, Lou went back to the jewelry box and put the bracelet
back. Having it for just those few seconds scared her. Instead she picked out two blue barrettes
from a box filled with dozens of barrettes and put them in her pocket.
When Jeffrey and Lizzy came home from school, Lou was waiting downstairs in the dark
hallway off the vestibule. Lizzy went straight to the kitchen telling Thelma what she wanted to
eat, but Jeffrey lagged. He seemed to be looking around for something or someone. Lou stepped
out of the hallway and pulled Jeffrey by his arm back into the darkness with her.
“Jeffrey,” she whispered, “I want to thank you for the book. I love it. It’s beautiful.”
“You’re welcome, Lou.” His kept his voice low, too.
“I was wondering.”
“What?”
“Could you meet me tonight after supper?” she said.
“Where?”
“I thought maybe in the shed out back where Mr. Theo keeps the rakes and things?”
“Yes,” he said. Lou’s heart was going too fast, too hard. She felt like it was going to
shake itself loose inside her.
“I’ll see you there,” she whispered. She leaned forward the few inches that separated their
faces and kissed him – not on the cheek, full on the mouth – and then backed away down the hall
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toward the kitchen service door. He stood there watching her, his chest heaving in short little
bursts and his cheeks pinker than ever. He watched her until she backed through the swinging
door at the end of the hallway.

What little wind blew in Burleson usually came up in March. The wild daffodils that
grew like weeds in patches along Pearsall Street were starting to open; they bobbed up and down
in the spring breeze like a crowd of little yellow heads nodding and smiling as Lou started her
walk to Merritt Avenue in the early light. Even the square clapboard mill houses with their bare
brown dirt yards and peeling paint looked better than they had in winter’s short dark days. Here
and there in the dirt, a dandelion grew. Lou pulled one and took a deep breath while she made a
wish, then blew all the feathery white spores into the air and watched them drift away.
For months – since that first time in November, near Thanksgiving – she hurried through
the work day because most evenings Jeffrey waited for her. No one knew about them; it was
their secret. On the nights when she opened the shed door and found the dark space empty, she
walked home with her head down. But most times, Jeffrey was there, sitting in the shadows,
waiting for her. She’d sit next to him on the wooden bench and he’d put his arm around her.
She’d lean her head on his shoulder and they’d talk. He’d tell her about school and what he was
studying in English, Algebra and Biology. He’d talk about wanting to go to medical school to be
a doctor. She mostly listened, but sometimes she told him how much she wanted to go to school
instead of working.
They kissed the first few times they met, sitting close together, close enough that she
could catch the faint smell of Lifebuoy soap on his skin. She was dizzy with how good it made
her feel. It didn’t take long before other things started happening, things that made her feel like
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the walls of the shed were the edge of the whole world and she and Jeffrey were the only people
in the world. Jeffrey smuggled a red wool blanket from the house so they could lay on it and not
worry about dirt or splinters. It felt soft against their bare skin. They were not shy to show
themselves to each other in the moonlight that shone into the shed.
And after, even though it was late and nighttime dark, Lou would walk home warm and
filled up. She knew what they were doing, what other people called it. She’d heard things when
Jimbo visited Mama late at night. But what she did with Jeffrey was different. He didn’t make
the gurgling grunting sounds that Jimbo made when was on top of Mama. Jeffrey was nice, a
gentleman. His sighs were soft and husky and when it happened, he’d stop breathing for a few
seconds before expelling all of his breath in a quiet rush.
Half the time when she tiptoed in the door of the mill house at night, Eddy'd be down the
street, smoking and passing a bottle with Stig and Billy, and Mama never really noticed when
Lou came home. Most nights Mama was asleep by dark, anyway.

"Lou, you getting slower and slower, child. You need to hurry up and finish that floor so
you can help me with the snap beans." Thelma was rinsing a big glass bowl full of purplishhulled beans. "They's a pile of them." Lou dragged the scrub brush across the floor but did little
good with it. She was barely pushing down. She felt tired in a way she'd never felt before. From
the inside out, like her skin could barely hold her bones together, like she might come apart at
any minute. All she wanted to do was sleep. She wanted to put her head down on the wet floor,
right there, and sleep. "Lou! What the matter with you? Stop your daydreaming and get that floor
scrubbed up good." Thelma frowned at Lou and went back to picking through the beans.
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"I'll be done in a minute, Thelma. Is it okay if I get a glass of milk? I'm hungry." Thelma
took a glass out of the cupboard and went to the ice box. She poured milk from the bottle into the
glass and handed it to Lou. She drank it down in one long swallow, while Thelma watched and
shook her head. Then Thelma reached into the ceramic cookie jar and handed Lou an oatmeal
raisin cookie, something she'd never done. Those cookies were for Lizzy and Jeffrey and their
mama and Mister. Lou grabbed the cookie and stuffed it into her mouth whole before Thelma
could think better of it.
"Now, girl, you think you can finish that floor or do I got to get on these tired old knees
and do it? You know once Thelma get down on the floor, it gonna take Jesus Lord and all his
angels to get me back up again."
Lou dropped back to her knees and scrubbed with vigor, working in circles until she
finished.
After Lou helped Thelma dry the last of the dinner dishes that night, she took extra time
putting on her sweater and retying her brogues, while Thelma gathered newspaper-wrapped
leftovers to take to her husband Benjamin. Thelma spent the penny to ride the bus home every
night, so she was in a hurry to get the 6:55 to Winston Street that stopped at the corner of Merritt
Avenue. If she missed that bus, she’d have to walk another six blocks over to First Street to catch
the 7:30 bus and that was the last bus of the night in Burleson. Thelma muttered, "I ain't trying to
miss my bus because Miz McCloud had to have her a fresh pot of coffee at this very last
minute." She stabbed a hat pin through her hat and her fat bun and stomped out the back door,
still complaining. Lou listened to the sound of Thelma's husky voice get farther and farther away.
She peeked out of the back door to be sure no one was out there and then ran to the shed, her feet
barely making a sound despite the heavy shoes.
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Jeffrey wasn't there, but she slipped in anyway, pulling the door behind her, as quietly as
she could. There was a small window in the shed, high up on the wall. The moon was full and a
block of yellow light filtered through the window and fell on the floor of the shed. It was almost
like day in there. Lou looked around the shed. Maybe she'd wait. Maybe he'd come yet. As she
was helping Thelma clear away the dinner dishes, Lou had seen Mister walking with Jeffrey to
the sitting room, so maybe he'd just be a little longer. An old half-painted wooden door leaned
against the back wall of the shed. Lou pulled the red wool blanket from behind the door where
Jeffrey kept it hidden away. She spread it in the corner on the floor, where it was darker, where
the moon didn't reach. Maybe she'd just lie down and wait.

A noise woke Lou up, the scraping of the shed door, but it was the bright sunlight that
made her put her hand to her eyes. Old Theo walked into the shed and pulled a hoe from the row
of tools leaning against the back wall. At first he didn't see Lou, but when she sat up, he jumped.
"Aw, Lou! You scared me, girl! I thought you was one of them field rats." He rubbed the
top of his head where the hair was whitest and thinnest. "Why you out here?" Lou jumped up and
brushed her skirt down. He eyed the blanket and stepped closer to Lou. "Girl, you been sleeping
out here, stead of going home? Ain't your mama worried? This ain't no place for a girl to be
sleeping, out here. Them rats come in and chew on what they can find sometime."
"No, Mr. Theo, it was an accident. I was just resting and, and -- "
"Mm-hm. You'd better get up to the house, girl. Thelma must be looking for you." He
pulled a watch from his pocket. "Lord, it be near 9 o'clock, girl. Get on up there!" Lou ran out of
the shed, past the big pine trees in the back yard and up the back steps into the mud room.
Thelma was banging pots and pans in the kitchen and muttering to no one.
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"Expected to do all this work on my own without that worthless girl. She probably
pretending to be sick or something so she can lay up in the bed all day." Her broad back was
turned toward Lou and she leaned on the counter with one elbow while she dried a pot. "Think
she too good for honest work. She ain't nothing but white trash, mill people, that all. Her mama
dead drunk most nights." Lou froze where she was, listening to Thelma talk into the empty room.
"And the way she make eyes at Mr. Jeffrey! Ain't proper. She gonna be a hussy just like her
mama." Lou’s stomach felt uneasy, like she was going to be sick. She swallowed and tiptoed
back to the door, wiping her sleeve across her eyes, and then banged the door and stomped into
the kitchen. Thelma's head jerked around in her direction. Lou pretended to be out of breath.
"I'm sorry, Thelma!" she said, panting like she'd run all the way from mill town. "My
mama was sick this morning and didn't wake up on time, not none of us did." She started pulling
the scrub brush and buckets from the mud room. "I'll stay late till the work's all done, I promise."
Thelma just looked at her and sucked her teeth.
"All right, Lou."

Lou was upstairs sweeping Lizzy's room when she heard car doors banging. It was
unusual for a car to pull into the McClouds' long driveway during the daytime. She edged to the
window and peeked out. Mister was loading a trunk into the back of the Studebaker. The way he
was grunting, it looked heavy. Someone was in the passenger's seat of the car. Lou squinted and
saw it was Jeffrey. Why’s Jeffrey home during school time? Is he sick? She still felt sick to her
stomach. Maybe we're both sick, maybe got the influenza off each other. Mister got into the
Studebaker and pulled away from the front door, the long nose of the car heading toward the
road. Lou could make out Jeffrey twisting around in his seat to look back at the house.
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Lou ran to the bathroom in the hall and bent over the toilet. She barely made it. She
wouldn't have made it, except there was nothing in her stomach to throw up. She spit out some
yellow bile and coughed. She rinsed her mouth out with water and flushed the toilet.

Scraping carrots over a brown paper bag, Lou fought closing her eyes. She felt like she
could never sleep enough anymore. Thelma shambled in the room with half a smile on her face.
She looked at Lou and her smile spread wider.
"Well, girl, you best be finding somebody else to make googley eyes at now."
"I don't make no googley eyes at nobody, Thelma. What are you talking about?"
"Mr. Jeffrey been hauled off to the military school over in Camden." Lou kept scraping,
didn't stop for even a second.
"How do you know that?"
"Theo helped Mister get the Studebaker loaded up and Mister told him." Lou never
stopped scraping carrots, just kept on and on until there were no more carrots to scrape. And she
didn't say a word.
Mister wasn't back in time for dinner, so Lizzy and Miz McCloud took pimento cheese
sandwiches on trays in the sitting room and listened to the Palmolive Hour on the radio. They
laughed like sisters at a birthday party. Lizzy usually ignored Lou, as if she were just another
piece of furniture, but when Lou went to pick up the trays, Lizzy looked straight at her and
laughed. It seemed like she was laughing at Lou, not the men on the radio. Miz McCloud looked
away, turning her head so that all Lou could see was the back of her perfectly marcelled bob as
she stared out the darkened window and sipped iced tea.
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Lou carried the trays into the kitchen and dried while Thelma washed dishes. Thelma
jabbered on and on while she soaped the dishes in the sink and Lou said nothing.
When they were finished, Thelma pinned her hat on and started walking to the bus stop.
As soon as Thelma was gone, Lou slipped out of the back door, through the pines and to the
shed. She opened the door a crack, then more. She saw a shadow in the darkness and for a
second she thought, Jeffrey! and went inside, pulling the door behind her. Old Theo leaned into
the light.
"Miss Lou, who you expecting would be here?" He was sitting on the wooden bench. He
motioned for her and she sat next to him. He put an arm around Lou and patted her shoulder. "He
ain't coming back no time soon, girl. Miss Lizzy saw y'all out here the other night and she told
her daddy. That why Mr. Jeffrey got sent to the Carlisle Military school, over to Camden. And
that why I got to tell you, you can't come back to work here no more. If it make you feel some
better, I tell you this: Mr. Jeffrey tried to stand up for you. He told Mister that he love you. He
said it right out loud. I heard it with my own ears, while I was chopping weeds, ‘cause the
window in the sitting room was open.”
Lou laid her head on Theo's shoulder for a minute. Then she stood up and nodded at him.
She went to the old leaning door and pulled the red wool blanket from behind it. Hugging the
folded blanket to her chest, she walked out of the shed and home to the mill house.

When Lou started working at Burleson Mills, she wasn't showing any baby. She had a
little tummy, but she wore Lucy's hand-me-downs and no one could see her body under all that
material. She hid it for a long time. At first she hadn’t known what was happening inside her,
just that she felt tired and sick and sad all the time. Her monthly bleeding had stopped almost as
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soon as it started. When her belly started getting rounder and fuller, she knew. Then she started
feeling little flutter kicks inside her, a baby moving in there, but she didn't talk to anybody about
it. She kept it secret. At night she read and reread Black Beauty in the light of the street lamp, the
red wool blanket wrapped around her. When she felt the baby move, she pushed her hand under
the blanket and held it on the round curve of her belly. She had never felt warmer or fuller in her
whole life.
By the time Mama noticed, Lou was too far along to do anything about it. That was the
way Lou’d planned it. She'd heard stories at the mill about girls who'd got themselves in trouble
and gone to Whitten, the next town over, to get out of trouble. Lou wasn't going to let Mama take
her to Whitten, so she kept her secret until Lucy's hand-me-downs couldn't hide it anymore and
then she withstood Mama's spitting screams and blows. She held the red blanket over her belly
and curled up on her mattress in a ball until Mama had emptied the bottle and couldn't stand up
straight enough to hit her.
The next day Mama took her to the company doctor. "If you're going to have a baby,
you'd better see what's what," she said. That was the last time Mama said anything about the
baby. The doctor put the stethoscope in Lou's ears and let her hear the thumping of the baby's
heart, faint and fast. She went back to the doctor as often as the boss'd let her off the floor of the
mill, just so she could hear that heartbeat, stronger and stronger.
She didn’t care that the other girls and the nosy old women talked behind their hands
when she walked by. Once Betty Sullivan said, in a loud voice so all the other girls on the line
could hear, “Putting on a little weight, ain’t you, Lou?” Then she snickered a high, ugly laugh
and elbowed Charlene Smitts. Lou just smiled at them. She felt sorry for Betty and Charlene.
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Every day when their shift was up, they’d paint their lips scarlet red in the bathroom and try to
get Eddy and Stig to buy them a Pepsi Cola.
Jeffrey must have come home from military school for the summer, because Lou saw him
once in July at Joby’s Five and Dime. He never looked her way, never saw her there. He was
with another boy and they were laughing and flipping through the comic books in the back of the
store. Lou was at the store to buy a cotton gown, tiny and white, for the baby inside her. She’d
saved her money for weeks and hidden it in a sock under her mattress from Mama. She left
Joby’s with the baby gown in a brown paper sack.
Lou's daughter was born on a September afternoon, squalling and flailing and pink as a
sunrise. She named her Cynthia Anna. Anna for the lady who wrote Black Beauty and Cynthia
because she loved the sound of it. When Lou looked at Cynthia, she saw something brand new,
something unmarked by the dirt of mill town, a life not yet given over to the constant hum and
vibration of the mill.
She lay with her, both of them wrapped in the red blanket. As the baby snuffled, her open
mouth searching for Lou’s small breast, Lou kissed Cynthia’s perfect pink fingers and said,
“Shh. Mama’s here.”
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Keeping Count

Lorna is afraid the rain will never stop. What if this rain -- not hard, but not a drizzle -never ends? For the past twelve days, the drops have fallen, steady, unstopping, dripping onto
sodden ground with a sound like the ticking of a clock.
The gray clouds that cover the sky have no dimension; they seem as flat as paint rolled
onto a wall. She turns away from the window and walks to the pantry for the tenth time that
afternoon. She takes inventory again: 12 cans of Campbell's chicken noodle soup, 10 cans of
Underwood deviled ham, 10 cans of Chicken of the Sea tuna, 18 cans of Green Giant sweet peas,
14 cans of Del Monte sweet corn, 6 boxes of saltine crackers, 16 cans of Del Monte fruit
cocktail, 12 cans of Mott's applesauce, 12 boxes of Nabisco shredded wheat, 10 packages of
Oreo cream sandwich cookies, 8 boxes of Kellogg's corn flakes, 6 cans of Spam, and 22 bottles
of Pepsi Cola. Lorna loves a Pepsi Cola with some ice when she can have it. On the next shelf
are 6 tins of A&P White House powdered milk and 6 tins of Sanka. On the shelf above the
powdered milk are boxes of Jell-O mix stacked like bricks in columns. Barrel-shaped jars of
pickles and sauerkraut stand covered in a light coat of dust on the top shelf of the pantry next to 8
jars of Skippy peanut butter and 8 jars of A&P grape jam. All of the jars and boxes are
unopened. She adjusts a jar of pickles so that the label aligns with the jar to its left and right. She
counts every item and records the totals in her memory. Nothing has changed since the last
count.
It hasn't rained this much since her mother’s funeral three years ago. Despite the big
black umbrella that the young man -- what was his name? -- held over her head as her mother’s
body was lowered into the muddy ground in the Burleson First Baptist cemetery, she went home
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with wet hair and ruined shoes. She went straight to bed in a flannel nightgown and stayed there
until the rain stopped. This time she has not stayed in bed, but she has stayed inside the house on
First Street where she has lived all her 42 years. Twelve days it has rained and twelve days she
has been inside without leaving. She needs to make her rounds of the neighborhood to gather
leaves and all the twigs less than six inches long, only the y-shaped ones, and of course, the
feathers that are left for her, but the rain has kept her inside. She feels afraid because she is
missing her duties, but she is more afraid of the floods that she knows are coming.
She opens the refrigerator. It is empty, as it must be, the bulb shining like a shrunken sun
on the clean shelves. Spotless, as it must be. She looks at the clock above the sink. It is almost
7:00 p.m. The Martin and Lewis Show starts at 7:00 p.m. A box of Premium saltine crackers sits
on the kitchen counter, the opened sleeve rolled neatly back on itself for freshness. She unrolls
the wax paper sleeve and with her long fingers pulls out six crackers. She reseals the sleeve and
places it back in the box. She lines the crackers up on a plate. With a butter knife, she slices six
thin chunks of Velveeta cheese from a brick on the counter and places them on the crackers.
Velveeta needs no refrigeration.
She eats her dinner alone in the sitting room in front of the Admiral television that she
bought at Kahn’s Dry Goods a few months earlier with some of the inheritance money. It was a
big splurge, but she likes watching the people on the little screen. She has to sit very close to it
and put on her glasses. Oh, Dean is singing. So handsome. "Bye Bye Blackbird." Jerry Lewis is
annoying, but she keeps watching so she can see Dean sing. And Bob Hope is on the show
tonight. Bob Hope reminds her of her father, except her father wasn't funny. For an hour, she
forgets about the rain. She stirs a spoonful of Sanka into some hot water.
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As the studio orchestra plays the closing music, she turns off the TV and walks to the
kitchen to wash her plate in the sink. She rinses and dries it and places it back in the cabinet with
the eleven plates just like it. A design of green ivy circles the rim of each plate.
She looks out of the living room window one more time as the blackness begins to drop
down. The rain slaps against the saturated ground as it falls. She looks up First Street, toward
Merritt Avenue, past the other houses in the yellow haze of the street lamps, and squints to see if
the floods are coming yet. She wants to see them, but is afraid she won't be strong enough to
look when the time comes. She notices that there are piles of wet matted leaves on the ground
and for that she asks forgiveness.
That night after taking her 11:00 o’clock inventory, she doesn't go up the stairs to her
bed, but sleeps in her clothes on the sofa, wrapped in a brown wool blanket pulled up to her chin.
She wants to be ready when the floods arrive, not sleeping upstairs in her bed in a flannel
nightgown.

Morning comes, though there is no sunlight to mark it, just a gradual diffuse lightening of
the dingy skies. As she opens her eyes, she can’t tell what time it is. She always gets up at 8:00
a.m. Every night she winds her bedside clock six turns and sets the alarm, the hands glowing a
faint green in the darkness. But she didn’t sleep in her bed, so she isn’t sure what time it is.
Hearing squeals and shrieks, she throws her blanket off and gets up from the sofa. Is this
it? Are the waters coming? She goes to the window. With a hand fluttering like the feathers that
are left for her to gather, she pulls back the curtain, forces herself to open her eyes and look.
She sees four small children jumping flat-footed into puddles that explode on contact
with their pink and green rubber boots. She sees rain beading on their bright yellow macs and
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running in tiny rivers into their boots. She sees their pink tongues wagging out of their mouths as
they tilt their heads back and drink in the rain drop by drop. She hears their laughter as the rain
turns from a fearsome thing to the place where the children play.
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Miss High and Mighty

Cynthia watched all the other Burleson High seniors throw their tasseled mortarboards
into the air, but she kept hers on her head, clamping her hand down on top of it, just to be sure.
Cynthia and the rest of the class had marched out of the auditorium to a scratchy record playing
“Pomp and Circumstances” over the P.A. system, through the hallway where the
“Congratulations Class of 1950” banner hung, and out to the front lawn of the school. Everyone
clumped in groups, separated by invisible lines that kept the bespectacled girls who did well in
Chemistry far away from the cheerleaders who stood near the hooting, hollering group of
football players. Even though Cynthia had an A in Chemistry, she stood on the fringe of the
group of cheerleaders. She looked like she could be one of them, her dark hair arranged in
perfect finger waves, like the new Hollywood starlet Elizabeth Taylor. Cynthia liked to look in
the dim cracked mirror in the tiny bathroom at her house and pretend she was Elizabeth Taylor.
They were the same age, almost exactly. She’d read about her in Modern Screen magazine at
Jenkin’s Pharmacy. Cynthia thought Elizabeth Taylor must have the perfect life. She’d been born
in London, England, and her father was an art dealer with a gallery there. Cynthia had never
known or seen her own father. All her mother ever told her was that his name was Jeffrey and he
wasn’t mill people. Her mama said she took after him, was smart like him.
Cynthia smiled and edged into the circle of pretty chattering girls.
“Dolores, those are beautiful shoes,” she said. Dolores smiled at Cynthia and pointed her
toe to display her dark red and black spectator pumps.
“Thank you, Cynthia.” She drew out the “you” as if it had three syllables. “When Mama
saw these shoes in our school colors at Rayberry’s, she bought them for me right then to wear
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today. They’ve been in a box in the top of my closet, just waiting.” Cynthia hoped the girls
wouldn’t notice that her simple black pumps were the same ones she had worn to the prom a few
weeks earlier and to church every Sunday for more than a year. She’d rubbed coal dust into the
nicks and polished the leather with one of her mother’s biscuits this morning, but even shiny,
they showed their creases.
“They’re just perfect, Dolores. Your mama has a good eye,” Cynthia said.
One of the other girls linked her arm through Dolores’s and leaned toward Cynthia. “Are
you and Bobby going to Addy’s party?”
“Yes, we’ll probably stop by for a little bit. But Bobby’s mother insisted on having a
small dinner party tonight to celebrate, so we have to be there most of the night.” She made a
little face.
“Hey, there’s my favorite girl!”
The circle parted and Bobby Jasper walked over to Cynthia. He put his arm around her
shoulders and squeezed her close to him.
“That is, if you don’t mind me hugging you, Miss High and Mighty Val-uh-dick-toreyun,” he said. “I wonder could I get a kiss from the smartest girl in the class.”
Dolores and the other girls giggled.

Cynthia checked her lipstick in the rear-view mirror of the brand new 1950 Pontiac
Chieftain convertible Bobby’s daddy had given him for graduation. Mr. Jasper owned the
dealership, so Bobby had picked out the very car he wanted – dark blue with wide white rims.
She looked sideways at Bobby and moved closer to him.
“Guess what I did yesterday?” she said.
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“I don’t know, baby. Got another dozen books from the library?”
“Don’t be silly, Bobby. I applied for a job at the mill, a secretarial position.”
“Why’d you do that? When we get married, you’ll just have to quit that job if they hire
you.”
“Why would I have to quit? If I get hired in the front office, I’ll be set, Bobby. Those are
good jobs. They pay $1.00 an hour!”
“No wife of mine needs to be working. Shoot, the boys down at the dealership wouldn’t
let me hear the end of it, Cyn!”
“I want a job, Bobby. What am I going to do all day while you’re at work?”
“You know, honey – woman stuff. Cooking and sewing and cleaning and looking pretty.
Maybe get my mama’s biscuit recipe and practice. You know how I love my mama’s biscuits
and gravy.” He winked at Cynthia and put his hand on her knee. “No, ma’am. You do not need
to be getting any job. Think I can’t take care of you?”
Cynthia crossed her arms over her chest and scooted away from Bobby’s hand. She
looked out the passenger’s side window as they drove past the Grace Methodist Church and
turned onto Hillman Street. He pulled up in front of Addy Miller’s house and set the hand brake.
He leaned toward Cynthia.
“Come on, baby. Don’t be mad. Let’s go see if Addy’s mama let her spike the punch.”
“I’m going to get a job, Bobby.”
“We’ll see. Maybe until the babies start coming.” He jumped out of the Pontiac and
opened the car door for Cynthia. She stepped out and walked toward the front door without
waiting for Bobby.
*
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“Aren’t you even a little bit nervous, Cynthia?”
Dolores and Cynthia sat on a bench in the hallway outside the Justice of the Peace office
in downtown Burleson, North Carolina. Cynthia had convinced Bobby that she didn’t want a big
wedding, just a quiet ceremony with their two best friends at the courthouse. Dolores held a
small bouquet of white roses and pink carnations, and wore a lavender cotton dress embroidered
with green ivy. Cynthia wore a simple white sheath and a small white pillbox hat pinned to her
brown hair. She’d curled her hair with rollers the night before and she was pleased with how it
looked.
“No, not at all. I just wish the boys would hurry up. What’s taking them so long?”
“I don’t know. You know how men are.”
Dolores fiddled with her bouquet, fussing with the greenery between the flowers.
The door at the end of the long hallway scraped open, a sliver of afternoon sunlight
slicing across the white marble floor of the courthouse vestibule. Cynthia and Dolores both
turned toward the sound. A small woman tiptoed into the hallway, stopped, and turned around in
a half circle. She seemed to be looking for someone. Cynthia breathed the words, “Oh, no,” and
stood up.
“What’s wrong?” Dolores asked, squinting toward the woman. “Who’s that lady? Do you
know her?”
“Yes, I know her. She’s my mama.”
“Your mama? I thought you said she was –“
“I know what I said, Dolores. She’s not dead.”
“Why would you say –“
“She’s embarrassing, that’s why.” Dolores looked back at the woman getting closer.
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“Why? She looks like a regular person. I can’t believe that you –“
“Stay here, Dolores.” Cynthia’s heels clicked against the marble floor as she walked
down the middle of the hallway.
“Mama!” she hissed. “Why are you here? I told you I didn’t want anyone here.” Lou
smiled up at Cynthia.
“Oh, look at you, honey. You look so pretty.”
“You aren’t supposed to be here.”
“I just wanted to see you. I weren’t even going to say nothing to you. I would of walked
right on by. You didn’t have to come over here.”
The front door banged open and Bobby and Richie rushed into the hallway. A sheen of
sweat covered Bobby’s forehead.
“Cyn, don’t be mad at Bobby – it’s my fault we’re late,” Richie said, cramming his words
together without a breath. “Actually, it’s my daddy’s fault.” He gulped a short breath. “He went
to Mickey’s to get a pack of smokes and when he come back, he parked right behind the
Chieftain in the driveway and then he couldn’t find the dang keys, that sorry old man! We finally
had to put his old Plymouth in neutral and push it out of the way to get Bobby’s car out.”
Cynthia looked at Bobby’s dirt-smudged hands.
“Y’all better go to the washroom and get cleaned up. I’ll wait with Dolores up there on
that bench. Hurry up.” The boys ran down the hallway and Cynthia turned to Lou, who’d shrunk
back into a corner. “Mama, I’ve got to go now. I’ll try to call you from Myrtle Beach, if I get the
chance.”
“You don’t worry about me, Cynthia. I’m happy now I seen you, baby.” She smiled up at
Cynthia and put a hand out to touch the girl’s cheek. “I’m happy.” Lou turned and walked back
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through the doorway into the afternoon sun. She had to push on the heavy wooden door with
both hands to move it.

“Cynthia Jasper?” the receptionist called from behind a desk in the front office of
Burleson Mills. Cynthia stood up and smoothed her skirt.
“Yes, I’m Cynthia Jasper.”
“Right this way, Mrs. Jasper.” Cynthia walked across the office reception room and
through the door that the receptionist had opened. She had never in her life walked on a wall-towall carpet. It felt different from walking on the little rag rugs her mother knotted together out of
torn-up scraps. The receptionist handed Cynthia off to an older woman who waited in the inner
offices.
“Mrs. Jasper. I’m Angie Blackburn. Mr. Greene’s ready for you now.” Cynthia followed
the woman down a hallway and into a large office. Both women stood in the doorway for a
moment, waiting for the man sitting at the huge black desk to look up from his writing. He took a
last puff of a Chesterfield then mashed it out in a large amber-colored glass ashtray on his desk.
He stood up and walked around the desk to where the women waited.
“Good morning, Angie. This must be Mrs. Jasper?”
“Good morning, sir. Yes, she’s completed all of her paperwork, so she’s ready to begin.”
“Good, good. Two weeks without a secretary and I can’t even find a paper clip when I
need it. I’m in desperate need of some help.” He extended his hand to shake Cynthia’s sweaty
palm. His fingers were bare. “Welcome, Mrs. Jasper. I’m Bill Greene.” He walked back around
the desk and lit another cigarette. “Angie, can you get Mrs. Jasper situated and show her the
ropes?” He snapped the top of his gold-plated Zippo lighter shut and slipped it back into the

28

pocket of his dark navy suit. Other than Principal Mackie at Burleson High and Reverend
Milliken, Cynthia had rarely seen a man in a suit and tie. And this man looked different from
those men, tall and broad, with long legs and wide shoulders, his black hair flecked with grey
and combed into a neat part over his left eye. He smelled of tobacco mixed with a subtle
spiciness. It sure didn’t smell like Bobby’s Aqua Velva. This must be the way a rich man smells.

Cynthia deposited a pile of typed letters on Bill Greene’s desk, each with an envelope
paper-clipped behind the letterhead stationery. He looked up from the document he was reading.
“You’ve been a busy girl, Cynthia. You’ve already gotten through all the dictation from
yesterday?” He flipped through the stack of letters. “How many did I dictate yesterday? Ten?
Twelve? You’ve got the fastest fingers out there.”
Cynthia smiled and sat down with her stenographer’s pad and a pen.
“I enjoy my work, Mr. Greene. Are you ready to dictate the letter to the home office
regarding the new dye vats?”
Bill stood up, walked around the desk and leaned against the front of the desk next to
Cynthia. She looked up at him, aware that the black Maybelline mascara she’d put on her
eyelashes that morning made her eyes look bluer and bigger. She smiled at him.
“How old are you, Cynthia?”
“I beg your pardon, Mr. Greene?”
“I only ask because I find you extraordinarily mature and responsible. You handle your
job better than any secretary I’ve ever had and better than most of the women out there with far
more experience. And you’ve been here, what, two months?”
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“Well, thank you, Mr. Greene.” This time she smiled with her head tilted toward him. She
was glad she had reapplied her lipstick before she walked into his office.
With his hand curved over his mouth and chin, Bill appeared to be thinking. He
straightened up and walked back around his desk to sit down. Cynthia crossed her legs and
leaned forward.
“Ready, sir?” she asked.

Cynthia walked the three flights up to their tiny apartment, one block off the bus line. It
was just a bedroom, a bathroom, a living room, and a closet-sized kitchen, but at least it wasn’t
in mill town. Bobby had bought new furniture for their bedroom and every morning Cynthia sat
on a cushioned stool at her tiny wooden vanity to apply rouge and lipstick. The small mirror
tilted back so she could see her entire face. This must be what Elizabeth Taylor does every day.
Elizabeth Taylor lived in a fine mansion in Los Angeles and her vanity was probably much
bigger and nicer, but Cynthia loved leaning toward her mirror to dab bright red lipstick onto her
lips.
Even though it was September, the sticky North Carolina air hung thick and still in the
apartment and she pushed the windows in the living room and kitchen open a crack to get a tiny
cross-breeze going while she cooked dinner. She stepped out of her high heels and tied an apron
over her dress, then twisted the can opener around cans of corn and green beans. When the pots
were bubbling on the gas rings, she heard the door open and close.
“Good lord, what a day!” Bobby’s voice came from the living room. “I worked two full
hours trying to sell Old Man Gunther a Pontiac and that old bastard ended up walking away.”
She heard the sofa squeak as flopped onto it. “I don’t think he intended to buy a car in the first
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place. He just wanted to see the new models and waste some time in the air conditioning.
Damned old coot.”
Cynthia called from the kitchen, “Dinner’s almost ready.”
“Could you bring me a beer, Cyn?” Cynthia wiped sweat from her forehead with a
dishcloth, opened the small icebox and took out a bottle of Budweiser. She used the church key
opener to pry the top off the bottle and walked into the living room, holding the cold bottle
against her cheek.
“I had a busy day, too, Bobby.”
“Oh, yeah? Did you have to type extra hard today?” he said, upending the bottle and
drinking half of it.
“You couldn’t type a letter if your life depended on it. Not without mistakes, like I can.”
“And you couldn’t sell Pontiacs, Miss High and Mighty. Why’d you have to go and get
that job anyway? Didn’t I tell you not to?”
“I like my job.”
“Your job is to keep me happy,” he said, his lip curling as he pulled Cynthia to the sofa.
“Ain’t that a full-time job?”
“That job doesn’t pay,” she said.
“Oh, I pay you every night, don’t I, baby?”
“Bobby, don’t be crass.”
“It ain’t crass when it’s just you and me.” He put his hand on Cynthia’s breast and started
kissing her neck. “Just you and me, baby.” He nuzzled his nose against her cheek. “Besides, ain’t
we trying to have a baby? Last time I heard, that’s the way it happens.” Cynthia wriggled away
from Bobby and stood up.
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“I need to finish the meatloaf,” she said as she walked back to the kitchen.

Main Street was strung with red and green Christmas lights. The light poles looked like
big peppermint sticks with red and white ribbon wrapped around them. Cynthia stepped from the
bus at the corner of Main and Cumberly and headed for Rayberry’s on the opposite side of the
street. A warm yellow light radiated through the front windows of the store. Customers moved
around inside, their arms filled with shopping bags and packages wrapped in Rayberry’s gold
holiday paper, tied up with crimson ribbons. She hesitated only a few seconds at the front door.
The door swung open and a uniformed doorman greeted her.
“Good evening, ma’am. Welcome to Rayberry’s.” She said a quick thank you and
stepped inside the store, her shoulders pulled back and her chin up, as if she had been there a
hundred times. Once inside she walked slowly through the aisles, looking at cases of sparkling
jewelry. She didn’t want to look as if this were her first time inside the store.
A small balding man in a brown suit leaned across the glass case. “May I help you,
madam?”
“No, thank you,” Cynthia said in her office voice, the way she spoke every day when she
worked with Angie and Susan. Her tone was precise, as if she pondered every word before she
used it. “But those pearls are lovely. I might consider them for my dear mother.” The salesclerk
slid the case open and pulled out the velvet case with the pearl necklace. He placed the case on
the glass, lifting the pearls and displaying them against the back of his hand. His fingernails were
manicured and perfect, like a woman’s, but without nail polish. The strip of white at the end of
his nails was immaculate. The price tag hung from the clasp of the necklace by a tiny string –
$324, two months of her salary. She continued her charade. “Oh, yes, that’s a very nice strand,
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but I believe Mother already has that length. Actually, I’m going to have to think about Mother’s
gift a bit longer. What do you get for a woman who has everything?” she said with a small laugh.
“Of course, madam. May I show you anything else?” Cynthia’s eyes swept across the
case of rubies, diamonds and pearls that she could not afford.
“No, thank you. I believe I’ll come another day for Mother’s gift.” She lifted her head
and saw the bank of elevators on the opposite wall. Adjusting her purse strap across her wrist and
pulling her dark gloves off, one finger at a time, she gave the jewelry one last look. She smiled at
the salesclerk and walked to the elevators.
Cynthia stepped into the elevator and the operator drew the latticed door closed behind
her. The young man pushed the button and recited a list of departments as they ascended.
“Ladies’ Finer Wear, Ladies’ Millinery, Ladies Footwear, Gentlemen’s Footwear, Gentlemen’s
Suits, Gentlemen’s Accessories, Second Floor.” The elevator jolted to a stop and the operator
pulled the door handle. Cynthia stepped onto the dark red carpet of Ladies’ Finer Wear. Pretty
blonde mannequins wore a variety of dresses – satiny party gowns, smart wool suits and starched
cotton shirtdresses. She stopped to touch the teal blue merino wool of a tailored dress. She would
look perfect in the dress; it would fit her curves in the right way and make her blue eyes even
bluer. One day I’ll be able to walk into this store and buy myself any dress I want, she thought.
She saw the male mannequins displaying fedoras and wool scarves along the far wall and
started in that direction before the saleswoman in Ladies’ Finer Wear could approach her.
Cynthia browsed through the men’s ties and gloves for a few minutes before finding a black
wool scarf in a small gold-colored box. She felt the fabric. It was soft and thick, but not too
thick. She could imagine the soft cashmere wool wrapped around his neck, tucked into his grey
wool overcoat, warming his skin. She lifted the small price tag and read the handwritten number:
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$48. It was a bit more than she expected, but she had been saving. She just wouldn’t treat herself
to pecan pie and coffee in the tearoom as she had planned.
She took the box to the counter and watched the clerk push the keys on the cash register.
She didn’t flinch when she handed him the bills from her purse. She smiled at the clerk as if she
spent this kind of money every day of her life. She took the bag and went straight to the giftwrapping counter. She wanted the scarf wrapped with the distinctive Rayberry’s gold paper and
crimson ribbons.

“Cynthia, I’m so disappointed that your husband couldn’t make it,” Angie said, looking
at her over the rim of a martini glass. “I was looking forward to meeting him.”
“It’s his busy season, you know.” Cynthia lied. She hadn’t told Bobby about the office
Christmas party. She’d told him instead that she needed to work late to get an important project
finished. He was probably heating up a can of chicken noodle soup on their tiny stove, which he
would eat with saltine crackers while watching The Jack Benny Show on the TV in the living
room. He would drink a few beers and fall asleep on the sofa waiting for her. If she was lucky,
he wouldn’t wake up when she came home and she could sleep alone in the bed.
“Still, it’s a shame.”
“He’s not much of one for parties, anyway,” Cynthia said, sipping her very first martini.
She had drunk a beer with Bobby before, but never anything like this. It tasted bitter and
medicinal, but she liked the way the stem of the martini glass felt between her fingers, the cold
bowl of the glass balanced in her hand. Christmas music played through the office P.A. system
and silver tinsel swags hung from the light fixtures. Someone had tacked mistletoe over the
doorway into the secretarial pool. Cynthia liked being in the office at night with music, martinis
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and laughter. It seemed inside-out in a good way. She laughed when John from Accounts
Payable told a bawdy joke about Santa’s elves. She drank her martini and didn’t protest when
Glenn from Receiving brought her another one from the bar set up at the reception desk. The
drinks made her feel giddy and brave.
Mr. Greene was in his office, smoking and shuffling through papers on his massive desk.
She watched him through the open door as he drank the rest of his scotch and soda and took a
drag of the cigarette between his fingers. He closed an eye to the smoke that escaped in a slow,
steady stream through his lips. He scribbled something on the paper on his desk. Cynthia went to
the bar and ordered a scotch and soda. On the way back, she stopped at her desk and pulled a bag
out of a drawer. Balancing her martini and the scotch, with the bag tucked under her arm, she
stood in the doorway of Mr. Greene’s office.
“Knock-knock,” she said. He looked up. Cynthia wore her one and only party dress, the
same dress she had worn to prom two years earlier. She’d removed the straps and bows and
shortened the hem to turn it into a midnight blue strapless cocktail dress. Lucky that she was
handy with a needle and thread. Her mother may not have known which fork to use for dessert,
or how to talk to educated people, but she knew how to sew and she insisted that Cynthia learn
how to, as well. The material wasn’t as luxurious as she wanted, but she knew she looked good
in it. It fit around her bust in the way she’d seen in the movies, showing a tiny bit of cleavage,
and accentuated the curve of her hips. She’d dusted a puff of iridescent face powder between her
breasts in the bathroom.
“Cynthia, come in,” he said, standing up and walking around the desk to meet her. She
nudged the door halfway closed with her shoulder, then stepped forward to hand him the scotch.
“I thought you might need a refill.”
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“You’re a smart girl, Cynthia,” he said, taking the drink. “You take good care of me.”
“I was afraid I’d get a ‘Bah, Humbug!’ from you.”
He raised an eyebrow at her as he sipped his drink. “Why?”
“You’re locked in here working away like Mr. Scrooge while the rest of us are getting
into the holiday spirit out there.”
He laughed. “Oh, no, not at all. Just reviewing some documents.” He took another drink
and Cynthia moved a step closer to him. “Truth is, I figure if I’m out there, the employees might
feel a little less –” He paused. “– festive.”
“That’s nonsense, Bill. You should join the party. But since you didn’t, I decided to bring
the party to you.” Cynthia had never called him by his first name out loud, but he was always
“Bill” in her head, so it didn’t feel strange to say it. He didn’t correct her. She raised her martini
glass in a toast and he clinked it with his scotch. She took a sip and then set her glass on his desk,
pulled a gold-wrapped package out of the bag under her arm and handed it to him. “Merry
Christmas, Mr. Scrooge.”
“Cynthia, we don’t exchange gifts here at the office. You know we take up a collection
for the Salvation Army instead.”
“I know. But I saw this when I was shopping at Rayberry’s and thought of you. I couldn’t
resist.” She pushed her bottom lip out a little and looked up at him. “Don’t fuss at me. Come on,
open it.” He smiled at her and peeled the gold wrapping away from the box. He lifted the scarf
out and held it up with a long low whistle.
“This is very nice, Cynthia. You really shouldn’t –” Cynthia put her finger against his
lips.
“I said, don’t fuss at me.”
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He had to kiss her.

The year that it took for Cynthia’s divorce to become final seemed like five to Bill.
Toward the end of that year, he took a job in Saloma, South Carolina, at the Saloma Springs
cotton mill as the GM. It wasn’t exactly a better job, but it was in another state, and it seemed
like a good idea for them to get out of Burleson. The 146 miles between Burleson and Saloma
were enough to put them in another place where nobody knew that Cynthia was a divorcee.
When Bill moved to Saloma and bought the house on Lester Street, he told everyone his
wife would be joining him soon. She just had a few loose ends to tie up in Burleson, he said. And
then when Cynthia called him and sighed, “It’s final. The judge signed it today,” he told his
bosses at the corporate office in Atlanta that he needed a few days to take care of some legal
business with the sale of his home in Burleson.
He picked Cynthia up from her mother’s house in mill town, where she’d had to go when
Bobby kicked her out. Until then, Bill had no idea that Cynthia was Lou’s daughter – Lou who
worked in the mill running one of the giant machines that loomed fabric for men’s shirts. He
knew Lou. One of his best floor employees, she showed up to work every day and worked all
eight hours of her shift. Cynthia and Lou never had reason to cross each other’s path at the mill.
Cynthia worked upstairs in the executive offices and Lou worked on the floor. He would have
never guessed they even knew each other.
During the year that Cynthia did her penance of living with Lou, Bill picked Cynthia up
at Lou’s little mill house to go for movies in Whitten, the next town over. They sat in the dark,
anonymous, while they watched A Place in the Sun and shared popcorn. Sometimes they skipped
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the movie and went for drinks at the Whitten Inn. The bar there was dark and the front desk clerk
didn’t ask Bill questions.
Bill liked Lou. She was a sweet woman, always smiling. He knew one thing for sure: Lou
would do anything for her daughter. Cynthia hated the tiny mill house, but Lou did her best to
welcome Cynthia home. She moved out of her own bedroom and into the small second bedroom
so that Cynthia could have the bigger room closer to the one bathroom. She bought new pinkflowered curtains at Lenny’s Five and Dime to spruce up the room. Cynthia told him that she
hated the curtains, that they looked cheap and pathetic. She’d rather have no curtains at all; she
didn’t care if people could see in.
Sometimes Cynthia kept him waiting in the tiny sitting room of Lou’s house, where he
perched on the cheap furniture like an owl on a tiny branch. He didn’t want to put his full weight
on the chair for fear he’d break it. It made him a little uncomfortable that his girlfriend’s mother
was a few years younger than he was, but Lou never showed any discomfort. She always gave
him a glass of sweet tea while he waited, chipping ice off a block in the icebox. He came to like
the taste.

The day after the divorce papers were final, Bill and Cynthia drove to Whitten and
registered at the Grand Colonial. They signed in as Mr. and Mrs. William Greene. It would be
true soon enough. They put their suitcases in the room and stretched out on the bed. Bill propped
himself on one elbow and looked across the room.
“Is that all you’re bringing, honey? One big suitcase and one little box?
“All I have, Bill. Did you think I wanted to bring those damn curtains, too?” Bill laughed
and pulled Cynthia into his arms.
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“Don’t worry, honey. Saloma has a nice big department store downtown. We’ll get
whatever you need, whatever you want.”
That afternoon they applied for a marriage license at the Whitten courthouse and two
days later, they married in the front parlor of J. P. Teddy Marson’s old yellow Victorian house on
Main Street in Whitten. They spent their one-night honeymoon in the same room at the Grand
Colonial, and the next day they drove into Saloma where Cynthia would be known only as
Cynthia Greene, wife of Bill Greene.
Cynthia smiled at Bill as he pulled the Chrysler into the carport on Lester Street. She
untied the yellow chiffon scarf around her head and patted her short brown hair into place.
“What do you think, honey? Do you like the house?” Bill asked as he opened her car
door. She stood up and looked through the carport into the green back yard. Red roses bloomed
along the side of the house and purple irises stood tall in the flowerbeds.
“Bill, it’s –” She stopped and cleared her throat. “It’s beautiful.” He picked her up in a
hug and twirled her.
“I knew you’d love it, Cyn.” He pointed to the empty half of the carport. “Right there,
that’s where your new car will go. We’ll go pick it out tomorrow. I thought you might like one of
those new Thunderbirds – a red one, maybe.” He took her by the hand and pulled her to the back
door. He made a ceremony of taking the key out of his pocket and unlocking the door. Then he
picked her up and carried her into the house on Lester Street.

“Three no trump,” said Lillian Drury as she took a sip of iced tea from a crystal glass.
Cynthia circulated among the bridge tables with a silver tray of macaroons.
“Another macaroon, Dottie? Or a praline?” she asked, leaning over to offer the cookies.
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“Goodness, Cynthia Greene – you’re going to make me burst my seams. Maybe just one
more,” she said, taking one of each from the tray.
Cynthia smiled and moved to the next table. She looked around to be sure all the iced tea
glasses were full. The women at Table 4 chattered like squirrels and waved Cynthia over for
more macaroons.
“Cynthia, the house just looks lovely. Where’d you find those beautiful drapes?” Cynthia
looked at the jade-colored damask drapes that covered an entire wall of the living room.
“I have a wonderful man at Cullum’s in Columbia. He’s an absolute genius with fabric
and colors. I can give you his name, if you’d like.” Like you could afford these drapes, Lucy
Biggar.
“How do you do it, Cynthia?” asked an older woman with blue-white hair.
“Do what, Mildred?”
“You have this lovely home, you make the best pralines in Saloma, you look like a movie
star, and you practically run Saloma Springs with Bill.” Cynthia smiled.
“Pralines are a snap and I just handle the personnel at the mill. Plus,” she said with an
exaggerated wink, “I know the boss, so I can take off once a week to play bridge with y’all.” The
ladies tittered.
“Bill Greene sure got lucky, wherever he found you,” said Mildred.

Cynthia swerved her red ‘57 T-Bird into her reserved parking place at the office, the car
radio blaring as Dean Martin sang “Volaré, oh-oh, cantaré, oh-oh-oh-oh.” She and Bill had left
the house at the same time, but he drove his black Chrysler like an old lady. Cynthia was in her
office sifting through a sheaf of telephone messages by the time Bill walked in.
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“About time, old man,” she said as he paused in her doorway. He smiled and kissed the
air. She smiled back at him. “I’ll have some forms for your signature in about an hour. I’ll bring
them to you.”
“Yes, ma’am. Your wish is my command,” he said as he walked away.
An hour later, she took the forms and two cups of coffee from the canteen into his office,
kicking the door closed behind her with her foot. She set the cups on his desk and then wheeled
his chair around and plopped onto his lap.
“Mrs. Greene! How unprofessional,” he said as he buried his face between her breasts.
“You smell like candy.”
“Bill, I need to talk to you.”
“Mmm. Go ahead, I’m listening,” he said as he kissed the base of her throat.
“You’re not paying attention.”
“Now whose fault is that? Who parked her pretty bottom on my lap? You expect me to
concentrate?”
“Okay, focus, Bill.” She stood up and handed him a cup of coffee from the desk. She held
her cup in two hands and sipped, then made a face. “Cold.”
“Warm enough for me,” Bill said. Cynthia paced in front of his desk.
“This has been a good two years in Saloma, hasn’t it, Bill?”
“It has. I like it here.”
“No, I mean with us.”
“Well, of course, Cyn. Better than good, I’d say.”
“You’re happy?”
“Yes, I’m happy. What’s with the third degree? Is something wrong?”
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“I’m pregnant.”
Bill leaned back in his chair, expelling a long slow breath. Cynthia sat on the front of the
desk, her back to him. Her shoulders were hunched forward and moving up and down, but no
sound came from her. She spoke in a low shaky voice.
“I know you don’t want children, Bill. I don’t really want a baby, either. I don’t know
how this happened. I’ve been so careful.” Bill didn’t move or speak. “Say something,” she
whispered.
He cleared his throat and stood up. He walked around the desk, pulled Cynthia to her feet
and hugged her, rubbing his hand in circles on her back.
“We’ll . . . ” he began and stopped. “We’ll get through it, Cyn.”
“It’s not something you get through, Bill. Once you’re through it, you have a child to
raise.”
“I know that. I just meant we’ll get through it all. Together. We’ll be fine.” Cynthia
pulled back and looked at him, her face wet and smeared with mascara. “Jesus, Cyn. You look
like hell.” He smiled, pulled out his handkerchief and blotted her face with it. He handed her the
damp handkerchief and she blew her nose into it.
“I feel like hell, so might as well look the part.”
“When?”
“Sometime in June.”
“We’ll be fine,” Bill said.

Their daughter, Janis Jane, was born, quiet and pale pink, on a hot, humid June night.
With watery blue eyes and wispy white hair, the baby was too pale to be named after Elizabeth
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Taylor like Cynthia originally planned. It didn’t fit her. Jane had been Bill’s mother’s name and
he suggested the name Janie Lou. Cynthia never even considered naming the baby Lou, not even
as a middle name. She decided on Janis Jane.

Bill loved holding baby Janny in his arms and walking around the house, through the
living room with the jade damask drapes, talking to her. He talked about his day, he told her how
the Yankees were doing, and he sang off-key show tunes to her.
“Stick with me, baby, I'm the fellow you came in with,” he sang in a deep voice. “Luck
be a lady, luck be a lady, luck be a lady tonight.” Janny blew bubbles at him.
He switched to his announcer voice and said, “The Yankees are up two-naught in the
Series, Janny Jane Greene, but the next game is at Ebbet’s Field and those Brooklyn boys are
going to try to come roaring back. We got to watch out for that Campanella fella. Hey, that
rhymes, Janny – Campanella fella, Campanella fella, Campanella fella.”
“Good lord, Bill,” Cynthia said from the den as he paced by with Janny. “You’re going to
talk her poor ears off.”
“Nah, she likes it, Cyn. She’s smiling at me.”
“I’d be smiling, too, if you were holding me up snug like that.”
“Janny Jane, your mama’s jealous,” Bill told the baby.

Cynthia groaned at the sound of Janny’s 3:00 a.m. cries, pulling the blanket up around
her shoulders. She pushed her bottom closer into Bill’s curved body. The noise didn’t stop.
“My god,” Cynthia moaned. “Why is she crying again? I just fed her.” Bill roused and
rolled away from Cynthia.

43

“I’ll go.”
Cynthia flipped over toward Bill and grabbed his wrist. “No, stay. Let her cry.”
“What?”
“She needs to learn that we won’t come every time she cries, Bill.”
“Cyn, she’s a tiny baby. She can’t learn not to cry. She just needs her mama right now.”
“No. She can’t be hungry. I just fed her twenty minutes ago and changed her diaper. She
just wants attention.”
“For godsake, Cyn,” Bill muttered and shook his hand loose from hers. He got out of bed
and pushed his feet into slippers. Cynthia lay back down with a sigh.
“You’re just going to make it worse, Bill, giving in like that. She needs to learn.”
In the nursery, Bill bent over Janny’s crib. He picked her up and held her to his chest,
swaying around the room in a nocturnal father-daughter dance. Her cries turned to whimpers and
then to a contented snuffling sound. He kissed her nose, her cheek, and the tiny fingers that
curled around his thumb.
Pearly moonlight shone through the window as he waltzed Janny back to sleep.
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Redemption Store

I liked going to the S&H Green Stamp redemption store with Mama. You could buy
things there, like a transistor radio or a set of matching juice glasses, using tiny green stamps
instead of money. Every time we bought groceries at the Saloma Red & White, Mama got a little
strip of green stamps along with her change. Sometimes if she bought a lot of groceries, the strip
curled like a long green ringlet. She kept them in a drawer in the utility room until the nest of
green strips grew fat and tangled and then she took them out, along with the little books and a
yellow sponge in a saucer of water, and sat at the kitchen table. She lit a cigarette and opened a
bottle of Pepsi Cola. One by one, she tore a stamp off the strip, ran it across the wet sponge to
make the glue on the back sticky, and placed it nice and straight on an empty square in the book.
After every few stamps, she took a puff of the cigarette and a sip of the Pepsi. Mama never let
me help because I’d get too much water on the stamps or stick them in the book crooked. The
one time she let me do it, I messed up and she fussed at me.
“Janny, you are hopeless! Go outside and play and let me do this in peace.”
The redemption store was in Caswell and we drove 22 miles from Saloma to get there.
Mama walked around the store, humming to herself, her shiny black patent leather purse hanging
from the crook inside her elbow. I stood in front of a display of baby dolls with pink heartshaped lips and wide blue eyes staring from behind their cellophane wrapping. Mama walked
away from me and looked at this and then that. She lifted the lid of a little green china teapot and
peeked inside and picked up a set of juice glasses to test their weight. After a while, she picked
out three things to buy with her stamps: a percolator coffee pot with a little blue cornflower
design on it, a blue glass ashtray, and a Dean Martin Christmas album.
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The lady who worked in the store totaled up Mama's things and Mama counted out the
books and handed them to her. The lady wrapped them three times with a big rubber band and
put them away in a drawer. Mama tucked the unused books back into her handbag, closing it
with a click.
When we got home, Mama handed the coffee pot to our maid Cassie and told her to wash
it with hot soapy water. She put the ashtray on one of the end tables in the living room.
My mother was in what she called her Oriental phase. There was a big painting of
Chinese peasants tending fields hanging on the living room wall and a pair of smug-looking
Siamese ceramic cats sitting on the coffee table. The blue ashtray from the S&H Green Stamp
redemption store looked like the roof of a pagoda, its corners curving up into points.
She put the Christmas album on the record player and when Dean sang, she looked
happy. She hummed to herself and every time Dean sang "Baby, it's cold outside," she sang the
words with him.
That night Daddy told Mama that the green stamps were silly. "You don't get something
for nothing, Cyn," he said. "You can be sure the Red & White is charging you a nickel more for
a loaf of bread if they are giving you those stamps." But Mama said the green stamps felt like a
reward for the time she spent shopping at the Red & White and putting up with Jilly Whittle's
nonsense.

That morning, we’d gone to the Red & White so Mama could buy a pot roast for
Christmas dinner. As Mama bent over the meat counter to look at the roasts, Jilly Whittle parked
her cart next to Mama's. "Hey, Cynthia." Jilly lowered her voice and looked around, leaning
toward Mama. "Guess what?"
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Mama just stood there, holding the big pot roast like a baby. She didn't answer Jilly. My
mama didn't really care much for other women, especially women like Jilly. She called them
flighty and said she preferred the company of men.
My mother played golf with Abe Gainesville and Howard Little, driving hard from the
men's tees and beating them on a regular basis. She didn't care if it bothered them. She’d brag to
Daddy about it and laugh. Daddy said it wasn’t a fair game, because she was probably distracting
them in her tight pink capris pants.
Jilly pushed up even closer to Mama and whispered loud enough for everyone around to
hear: "Ava March's husband is divorcing her." She said the word "divorcing" like it was the
same as killing.
Mama said, "Poor Ava." She dumped the big hunk of beef into the cart and flapped her
hands together like she was dusting flour off of them.
"I'm surprised you don't already know, you and Ava being so close and all.” Jilly leaned
on her cart like she was settling in for a nice chat.
“No, she hasn’t mentioned it to me at all. Maybe that’s because it’s none of my business,
Jilly. Wish I could talk, but I’ve got to get Janis to her piano lesson.” Mama yanked me like I
was dawdling and headed to the checkout line, her heels making a loud tapping noise through the
store.
My mother was determined that I would learn to be a pianist because I had long fingers.
Mrs. Jernigan, the piano teacher, was a bent-over woman who disappeared into her kitchen while
I labored through practice scales. When she returned, clapping her hands to keep time and
smelling of cough syrup, she’d yell at me if I’d messed up.
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As Mama loaded the brown paper bag into the back seat of the Lincoln, I hopped on one
foot and then the other and whined, “Why is my lesson today, Mama? I don’t want a lesson on
Saturday.” Mama just hissed, “Hush!” and yanked open the car door.
I got in the passenger’s side of the car, hauled the heavy door shut with both hands, and
sat, arms crossed, bottom lip sticking out. Mama looked sideways at me as she backed out of the
parking space. She straightened up the car and looked both ways before pulling onto Main Street.
“You better put that lip back where it belongs, Janis Jane Greene, or else a little bird is
going to come along and poop on it.” That was what Mama said anytime I pouted. “Of course
you don’t have piano lessons today, Janis. I was just trying to think of a reason to get away from
Jilly Whittle.” I thought about reminding Mama what she always told me about lying being a sin,
but I didn’t.

Christmas morning when I woke up, there was snow – real snow – in a thin sparkly crust
over the grass and the shrubs. It covered the blue of Daddy’s Chrysler in the driveway and
covered the driveway, too. We never really had snow in Saloma, but sometimes a few flakes
would wisp down from the white sky and lay on the ground to melt. Once I tried to catch them in
a jar, enough to make a snowball, but I just ended up with nothing.
Mama had a rule on Christmas morning. I couldn’t go into the den until they were awake
and she had made coffee and Daddy had smoked his first cigarette. What seemed like a whole
week after I woke up, Daddy had shaved and smoked, they were both in their robes, and the
coffee had percolated in the new coffee pot. Mama set the white cups into their saucers and
poured two cups of black coffee. They settled back on the sofa to watch me rip into my presents.
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My father took pictures with his new Polaroid camera and lined the photos up on the
coffee table. They developed by themselves, one after another, like magic. At first it was just a
square of slick black, then the outline of my nightgown, then the glimmer of my blonde hair,
then the shadow of my jaw, then my ear lobes, and finally the whole image of me swam to the
surface, holding a box with a new doll behind her cellophane window, my eyes as wide open as
hers and my mouth in a big delighted “o.”
There were also pictures of my mother sitting on the sofa, her bare legs crossed and her
robe loose around her knees. In one hand, she held a cigarette between two fingers; the other
hand was stretched out toward the camera in a motion that said, “Stop!” My mother did not like
to have her picture taken.
When the presents had all been opened and I stood up to my knees in shiny gold foil
wrap, billowy white tissue paper and loops of red sateen ribbon, Daddy took one final picture.
I danced around the coffee table waiting for it to develop. When it did, I had my eyes
closed, but there was a big smile on my face.

Mama didn’t like to cook the kind of food all of my friends’ mothers cooked. Some days
Mama would tell Cassie to make something like beef stew or chicken and rice and leave it
simmering on the stove for our supper, but when she didn’t, we’d usually have breakfast at night.
Daddy loved pancakes, eggs and bacon. Sometimes after he had sopped up all of the runny
yellows of the eggs with the last bite of pancake and tilted his coffee cup up high to get the last
swallow, he’d get up and sway with Mama around the kitchen to the music on the radio. I’d
watch and think, “I’m gonna cook breakfast for supper when I’m a mama, too.”
*
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When we went back to school after Christmas, all the girls wore new outfits and most of
the boys had new Keds or a new pea coat. I was wearing the white angora sweater that I'd gotten
for Christmas. It tied at the neck with two strings that had fuzzy balls of angora at the end that
looked like a cat's play toy. The sweater came with matching ear muffs that I wore, even though
it wasn't that cold.
At recess, I was waiting in line to jump rope when Cindy Wilson tapped me on the
shoulder. I looked at her and moved the ear muff off my ear so I could hear what she was saying.
"My mama says your mama is a home wrecker. And a sinner." I wasn't sure what "home
wrecker" meant, but I knew Mama wasn't a sinner because we all went to the First Presbyterian
Church of Saloma every single Sunday morning. I put the ear muff back over my ear and went
to jump rope. Leslie Robbins and Lucy Whittle wound the rope in a big arc as I jumped in. They
half sang, half yelled, "Cinduh – RELLA, dressed in YELLA, went upstairs to kiss a FELLA. . ."
Then my feet got tangled and my turn was over. I went to the back of the line.
That day when I came home from school, slamming the front door behind me and
shedding sweater, shoes, and books on my way to the kitchen, Cassie made a peanut butter and
jelly sandwich for me and poured a glass of milk. She sat with me while I ate the sandwich,
listening to my chatter and telling me after every bite, "Get you a drink of milk, Janny Jane."
"Cassie, guess what I'm going to be in the Spring Fling play."
"What?"
"A ladybug!"
"Is that so?" Cassie took my plate and glass to the sink and began washing them. When
she washed dishes, Cassie would rest her elbows on the front of the sink and lean on them like
she was tired.
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"A lady bug?" She said the word slowly, like it was two separate words, like a bug that
just happened to be a lady. "Well, you'll be the prettiest lady bug in that play, I promise you
that." The telephone rang as Cassie dried and put away the plate and glass. She walked across the
kitchen and picked up the receiver from the wall phone. "Greene residence," she said in a serious
voice. "Naw, Miss Ava, she ain't come home from the plant yet." She looked at the clock on the
stove. "They should be getting here in a bit. You want me to ask her to call you back? Okay,
then, Miss Ava, yes, ma'am." Cassie hung up the phone and handed me a pencil and piece of
paper from the kitchen drawer. "Here, Janny, write down for your mama to call Miss Ava."
Mama worked at an important job in the Saloma Springs cotton mill – in the offices with
carpet, not in the plant. She wore nice dresses and high heels to work. Daddy was the biggest
boss at the cotton mill and had a big office with a huge shiny black desk.

By June, I was an expert on the big blue Schwinn bicycle that I had gotten at Christmas.
It was so large that I had to ride it standing up, my knees pumping as I bobbed up and down.
When I straddled it standing flat-footed on the ground, the handle bars were chest high on me.
Daddy said Santa got it big so I could grow into it.
Debbie March was my best friend and on summer mornings, we'd ride our bicycles
toward each other's houses, meeting in the middle – me on my big blue Schwinn and Debbie on
her pink and yellow bike with flower decals and a banana seat. After hours of cruising our
neighborhood, we'd clatter our bikes across her yard, dumping them on the grass with the wheels
still spinning and run into the house where Miss Ava gave us butter cookies and glasses of cherry
Kool Aid with ice cubes swirling in them. Hot and thirsty, we gulped the Kool Aid down without
taking a breath, red mustaches curling up on the corners of our mouths afterwards.
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Debbie and I had been riding our bicycles all morning, stopping after hours of play to sit
on a fallen tree in the piney woods next to my house, glad for the shade.
"What time do you think it is?" Debbie asked, squinting up at the sun coming through the
pine branches.
"I don't know. Why?"
"Mama said we couldn't go get Kool Aid until eleven o'clock."
"Well, maybe it's eleven." I was thirsty. We were closer to my house, but Mama didn't
allow Kool Aid at our house. If we went there, Cassie would just give us ice water. "If it's eleven,
we could go to your house now," I said. Debbie looked up at the sun like she was an Indian scout
and could tell time by where it was in the sky.
"I don't know, Janny. She said not to come home before eleven o'clock. I don't want to
get in trouble again." She picked at the dried bark on the dead log and then added, "I already got
a spanking for sassing Mama yesterday." We sat in silence for a while, Debbie poking at the
ground with a stick. My stomach growled.
"I'm hungry," I said. "I bet it's eleven o'clock. It has to be. C'mon, let's just go see."
Debbie looked doubtful, but we picked up our bicycles and started pedaling toward her house. At
the front door, we eased into the house, both of us acting like we were doing something wrong.
We looked at the big clock on the wall, but neither of us knew how to tell time without some
help. We stood in the hallway between the living room and her mama's closed bedroom door, not
sure if we should leave or go into the kitchen and wait for her. We heard laughter from behind
the bedroom door. I knew that Debbie's daddy didn't live with them anymore. I turned back
toward the front door and pulled Debbie's hand. Something didn't seem right.
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Both of us jumped when the bedroom door clicked open. Mama walked out of the room,
laughing and smoothing her hair the way she always did after Daddy twirled her around the
kitchen. She stopped when she saw me. I didn't know what Mama was doing in Debbie's house
in the middle of a work day, but I knew right then that it must not be eleven o'clock yet. Mama
put her hand to her mouth and turned to look at Miss Ava behind her. Then she looked at me and
said, "Well, I hope you're happy, young lady." She sounded mad.
Debbie and I both started babbling about being thirsty and hot. Mama had that same look
that she got when she was put out with me for messing up something in the house. She walked
past us into the kitchen and toward the back door. At the door, she turned around and said, "Miss
Ava and I were trying to plan a surprise birthday party for you, Janis, but now you girls have
ruined the surprise, so I guess there will be no birthday party for you after all." With another look
at Miss Ava, she walked out the door and closed it behind her.
Miss Ava hurried to the refrigerator and pulled out the pitcher of Kool Aid and the ice
cube tray. Her hands were shaking as she filled our glasses. Debbie and me didn't say a word as
we drank the Kool Aid and ate the cookies. Finally Debbie asked, "What time is it, Mama?" and
Miss Ava started crying.
I left Debbie's house, running down the front steps and grabbing my bicycle from the
lawn. I pushed the bicycle out of the Marches' yard and down the street until I was past the
corner. At the top of Lester Street, Bunny Smith and Donnie Burke and Donnie's baby brother
Jimmy were kicking a ball back and forth across the road. Bunny yelled after me as I rattled by
on my bicycle, "Hey, wanna play kickball with us?"
The road in front of our house on Lester Street was paved in broken granite and rocks,
like a stretch of rough gravel that had been set in epoxy and hardened, with the jagged bits of
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granite forever fixed in place. When I crashed my Schwinn on Lester Street that day, my knees
and palms were slashed and bloodied as if I had landed on broken glass. The granite was black
and white and grey and sparkled like crushed diamonds in the sunlight as I screamed.
Donnie, Jimmy and Bunny ran down the street to help me. The hot June sun had soaked
into the rocks and my skin burned as Donnie tried to untangle me from the bicycle and get me
up. Bunny kept shushing me like I was crying in a church or something. As I ran up the sidewalk
to our house, I left a trail of blood on the clean white pavement.
Before I got to the door, my cries brought Cassie outside. She stooped down and I buried
myself in her soft soap-scented bosom as she said, "There, there, Janny Jane. Hush your fussing.
There, there."
Inside, she cleaned my knees and palms, painting them with iodine and wrapping them in
gauze while I sat on the bathroom counter snuffling. As she wound the gauze around my palm,
looping it over my thumb and back around in a figure eight, she clucked at me. "Janny, I told you
and told you not to ride that bicycle of yours so fast! I don't know why your daddy get you such a
big bicycle; it too big for your little birdie legs."
"Mama says I can't have a birthday party because I spoiled the surprise."
"What birthday party? I didn't know they was planning a party." She lifted me off the
counter and gave me a hug. "Don't nobody tell Cassie nothing here in this house, Janny Jane.
Well, we just have you a surprise party ourselves, just you and me. That'll be the surprise, that it
just be you and me, the most important folks of all!"
She sat me in front of the TV to watch General Hospital with her as she ironed Daddy's
shirts and Mama's full-skirted dresses. She even gave me a bowl of strawberry ice cream and let
me eat it there in the den.
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Cassie talked to the people on the TV screen, her voice low and growly, like an old
man's. "Un-huh...mmmmm, girl! He be lying. He be lying, girl! He already got a baby with that
hussy woman cross town. You better leave him there. Leave. Him. There. Girl!" I didn't
understand what she was talking about, but her voice – along with the hiss and whoosh of the
steam as she ironed – made me feel safe and drowsy.
I heard car doors slamming and Mama and Daddy talking as they came in the back door.
Mama, pulling off her earrings and rubbing her ear lobes, looked into the den and saw me. She
shook her head and sighed, "Oh, for heaven's sake, Janis. Now what have you done?" Without
waiting for an answer, she turned, her voice drifting back. "Cassie, you really shouldn't
encourage her." Cassie looked at me as she folded up the ironing board and winked. She carried
my ice cream bowl to the kitchen and I heard her washing it while Daddy mixed himself a drink.
I listened to his voice, muffled by running water and clinking ice.
"What did our little Janny Jane do to herself, Cassie? Is she all right?"
"Yes, sir. She messed herself up on that big old bicycle out there on Lester Street in them
jaggedy rocks. But I cleaned it up and put the iodine on it. She be okay now."
"Well, thank you, Cassie – just what in the world would we do without you?"
My mother hired Cassie when I was three years old because she wanted to get back to her
real job. I remember the day in 1966 that Cassie's brother Winn came to our house, standing on
the back porch clutching his hat, to tell Cassie that her husband Rayford had been killed in a car
accident on the road in front of the tiny clapboard house where they lived. He had been coming
home from his job in the mill.
After that, I wondered how it felt for Cassie to pull out of that dirt driveway every single
morning and turn onto the road where Rayford had died, and then to come back down that same
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road every afternoon, park on that dirt driveway and go into that house alone. Cassie and
Rayford didn’t have any babies. I imagined her eating her supper by herself in front of a little
TV.
A few minutes later both Daddy and Cassie came into the den. Cassie fixed her hat on her
head and pulled on a sweater. Cassie never went outside, even in June, without something on her
arms. She bent over and kissed my forehead. "Bye-bye, Janny Jane. I see you tomorrow." She
leaned over closer to my ear and whispered, "And, don't forget, we gonna have ourselves a real
good party, you and me. Cassie gonna make you a yellow cake with chocolate icing. How about
that?" She smelled like Niagara starch and Jergen's lotion and I wished, harder than ever, that
Cassie was my mama.
Daddy sat by me on the sofa and watched cartoons with me.
"Daddy, I'm sorry I ruined the surprise."
"What surprise, sugar?"
"Mama told me that she and Miss Ava were planning me a surprise birthday party, but
since Debbie and me went there before eleven o'clock, I ruined the surprise and now I can't have
a birthday party."
"Went where?"
"To Miss Ava's house."
"Uh-huh. That's too bad, Janny." He took a long swallow from his glass. "You know how
your Mama is, though." He cleared his throat and rubbed his eyes for a minute. I put my hand on
Daddy's cheek and patted it where the whiskers made it stubbly.
"It's okay, Daddy. Cassie's going to make me a cake," I whispered. Daddy nodded and
cleared his throat some more.
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When the Roadrunner fooled Wile E. Coyote again, Daddy swallowed a little chuckle
with his scotch. After the anvil fell on the coyote's head and the Roadrunner streaked off the TV
screen, Daddy looked at me, made a face and said "Meep-meep."
I could hear my mother in the kitchen, a hundred miles away from us, cracking an egg
into a sizzling pan.
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Janny, Married

Janis Greene turned 21 in the summer of 1976. Nothing monumental happened that
summer except she got married. She did it mostly because her mother told her not to and partly
because she had decided to love Gray Cullens.
She’d almost refused to go out on a first date with Gray because of his name. Who names
their kid a color, and not even a real color, more like what’s left when color is gone – like ashes
or a wrecked car that got primed but never painted. Gray was a high school friend of her
roommate Katie’s and when he came to visit Katie at Carolina during Homecoming week, he
met Janis. Tall and skinny, Gray didn’t impress Janis. He was middling in every way except
height. But Gray was persistent and eventually Janis gave in and went out with him mainly to
shut him up. It didn’t work, though, because after that first date, Gray was certain Janis was his
true love, even though she didn’t try at all. Janis didn’t consider herself pretty, but she knew how
to look her best. When she went out with Gray, she didn’t wear her cutest dress and she didn’t
flirt. When the waitress asked what she wanted, she ordered the Fatburger with cheese and extra
mayonnaise and the french fries and she ate every bite of it. She didn’t care if her big dinner left
her with a belly she couldn’t suck in. It was just Gray. At the movie after dinner, she ordered
buttered popcorn. Gray barely ate any dinner or popcorn, but at the movie he slid his arm around
her shoulders and Janis thought, “Well, all right.”
Daddy liked Gray, but her mother didn’t. When Janis brought him home to Saloma to
meet her parents, Daddy and Gray talked about Gamecock football in the den while Janis and her
mother poured sweet tea into tall amber glasses filled with big square ice cubes in the kitchen.
“What is he studying?” her mother asked.
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“Psychology.”
“What in the world kind of job can he get with a Psychology degree?”
“He wants to be a psychologist,” Janis said.
“So he’s going to go to graduate school? Good lord, Janis, that boy will be poor for
decades,” her mother said as she picked up two glasses of iced tea and sipped one. “Unless he
comes from money. Does he come from money?”
“I don’t think so. His father’s a coach and his mother’s a teacher.” Janis’s mother shook
her head and walked out of the kitchen. Janis followed with the other two glasses of tea. Her
mother made a show of sweeping into the den and handing Gray a glass of tea. Though Janis had
never flirted with Gray, her mother did. Janis was used to it, because her mother flirted with
everyone from the butcher to the lady at the dry cleaners to every boy Janis had ever dated. Janis
handed Daddy a glass of tea and sat next to him.
“So, Gray, Janis tells me you’re going to be a psychologist. How fascinating!” Her
mother’s blue eyes widened as she smiled.
“Yes, ma’am.” Gray talked easily to Daddy, but was almost mute in front of Janis’s
mother, his skinny body curving deeper into the sofa.
“Isn’t that exciting?” Janis’s mother said and everyone drank their tea. Daddy rescued
Gray.
“Cynthia, did you know this boy played football at Orangeburg-Wilkinson? I thought for
sure he must be a basketball player, but – nope – football.” Janis’s mother smiled. “And what
position do you think he played?”
“Quarterback?”
“He was the kicker.” Daddy grinned and slapped Gray on the shoulder.
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“Oh? Well, I’m sure that’s an important position, too,” said Cynthia.

Later that night, Cynthia came to Janis’s room.
“I don’t like that boy for you, Janis.” Until that minute, Janis had never considered her
relationship with Gray all that serious.
“I like him.”
“He’s not going to amount to much. He doesn’t have any fire in him.”
“I don’t even know what you mean.”
“I mean,” her mother said, “he’s going to drag out college as long as he can, probably on
student loans, and then be some seedy little psychologist in a low-rent office next to a liquor
store. I can’t see that boy being a success.” Even though Gray was sleeping in the basement, two
floors beneath them, Cynthia whispered in a fierce rush of air. Janis spoke in her normal voice.
“He wants me to marry him.”
“Oh, Janis,” her mother said. Her face looked as if she had bitten into a whole lemon,
bitter rind and all.

One month to the day after she turned 21, Janis married Gray in the back yard of her
parents’ home in Saloma. By then Gray had let his hair grow down to his shoulders and tried to
cultivate a beard. It was curly and scraggly, like patches of adolescent pubic hair on his face, but
it didn’t bother Janis.
Janis wore daisies in her wavy brown hair and a long white cotton dress. She stood
barefoot in the grass, one hand tucked into the crook of Daddy’s arm, the other carrying two
daisies. At the last minute, her father bent over and unlaced his black wing-tip dress shoes,
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stepping out of them and stripping off his knee-high black socks. He straightened up and smiled
at Janis and they took the first step across the yard, toward the cluster of people under the big
magnolia tree. Daddy’s long narrow feet were so white that they matched her dress. The mother
of the bride wore a deep midnight blue silk dress, so dark it looked black. The heels of her dyedto-match stilettos pierced the soft ground every time she took a step.
Katie played the guitar and sang “Sunshine.” Janis had stood up to her mother and
rejected the idea of a harpist. Janis wanted a guitarist singing her favorite John Denver song.
Cynthia wanted classical music. Janis wanted daisies; Cynthia wanted white roses. Cynthia was
appalled that Janis went barefoot and that Gray wore sandals and jeans.
Janis had one bridesmaid – her best childhood friend, Debbie March. Debbie had stayed
in Saloma while Janis went to Carolina. She worked on the floor at Saloma Springs, sewing
labels into shirts. During Janis’s first three years at college, they wrote letters to each other:
Janis’s full of news about art classes, keggers and becoming a vegetarian, Debbie’s letters
longer, with declarations of how much she missed Janis. On the weekends that Janis came home
from Carolina, the two girls cruised around Saloma in Debbie’s beat-up ‘65 Rambler, smoking
Virginia Slims and drinking Pepsi Colas.

Late in the summer that Janis turned eight years old, Debbie’s mother killed herself. She
did it with the car in the garage and at the time Janis didn’t understand exactly how Miss Ava
had gotten into her dark green Datsun and died. It was the same car she drove Debbie and Janis
to the town pool in every Tuesday and Thursday morning that summer. For a while after Miss
Ava died, Janis was terrified of getting into cars, especially inside a garage.
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Debbie’s daddy had been living at the Saloma Sleep Inn for a few months before Miss
Ava died, but he moved back into the house after it happened to take care of Debbie. Debbie’s
daddy didn’t let Janis come around as much after Miss Ava died and Janis’s mother wasn’t very
friendly to Debbie, so they mostly saw each other at school. They wrote each other long notes on
lined paper during study hall every day and exchanged them when they walked home from
school together each afternoon. Janis kept hers in a shoe box in her closet.

After the wedding, Janis and Gray drove back to Columbia and spent their first night as
husband and wife in the tiny studio apartment near campus they had rented. Gray carried Janis
over the threshold, just like on TV. They opened the bottle of sparkling wine they’d stopped and
bought at the package store outside of Saloma. Gray poured it into juice glasses and still holding
the bottle by the neck, raised his glass toward Janis.
“To my beautiful bride,” he said. They clinked glasses and drank. The fizzy pink wine
was sweet and no longer cold. They drank the whole bottle, filling their juice glasses and
clinking each time. Tipsy and giggly, they tumbled onto the corduroy sleeper sofa without
opening it and had their first married sex; they fell asleep naked and entwined on the narrow
sofa.
Less than two months after their wedding, Gray started grad school at Carolina and Janis
started the last year of her fine arts degree. Gray’s financial aid helped and Janis’s father agreed
to continue paying for her college as long as she kept her grades up and didn’t get pregnant. In
the 12’ x 20’ room that was their living room, bedroom, study and studio, Janis painted while
Gray studied. Her paintings weren’t large – most were no bigger than 18” x 18.” She liked to
paint her dark abstract designs on perfectly square canvases. She worked mostly in large billows
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of black and flat dark gray first; then with her nose inches away from the wet acrylic, she painted
licks of bright color onto the dark canvas with a tiny flat No. 2 brush. She mixed paint in small
precise puddles on a paper plate until she got the exact shade she wanted.

“Ms. Cullens, your work is unusual.” A gray-haired man was studying one of Janis’s
paintings over a pair of half-glasses on the tip of his long nose. A shock of hair that was whiter
than the rest shot straight up from the crown of his head. Janis tried not to stare at it.
It was the night of Janis’s senior show, her last step before graduating. She’d been
working on the paintings throughout her last year at Carolina, but for the past three months,
she’d painted almost every minute of the day, stopping only to eat peanut butter sandwiches,
drink coffee and sleep a few hours.
She looked around the room for Gray. He hovered near the hors d’oeuvres table, eating
cheese cubes, crackers, and carrot sticks the way poor grad students do.
“I’m not sure what to say. Thank you?” Janis said to the gray-haired man.
“Unusual in a beautiful and terrible way. I see pain here. This tiny reddish-orange line
that curls out of the looming darkness – it’s just the merest flick of color. Is it hope? Is it pain? Is
it a crack in the oppression?”
Janis stared at the canvas in front of them.
“I’m not sure I’d call it hope or pain. It’s just the way I feel things.”
“I own a gallery in Charleston,” the man said, pulling a business card out of his pocket.
“I’d like to give you some space to show there.”
Janis took the card and read “Davis Lowell Smith.” She looked at the man and said,
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Smith.”
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“And you, Ms. Cullens.”
By night’s end, Gray had eaten most of the veggie tray and the cheese cubes and finished
nearly all of a bottle of wine on his own. He hung his arm around Janis’s shoulder when he found
her.
“This is a great party, babe,” he said, with a slight slur to his voice.
“Not really a party, Gray,” she said. “I’m getting graded on this.”
“Shit, you got an A, for sure. Besides,” he said, sweeping his arm toward the table, which
was covered with empty dishes, cracker crumbs and red wine stains, “free food!”

Janis had to steady Gray a bit on the walk home. With nearly a foot of difference in their
heights, his wobbliness made it hard for Janis to walk, so she suggested sitting down on the
bench at the first bus stop they came to. Gray flopped down and leaned his head against the back
of the bench.
“Janny,” he said, talking in a slow precise way, “you are a very good artist.”
“Thanks, babe.”
“No, really. I wish I would be as good a psychologist as you are an artist.” He tripped
himself up trying to say “as you are an artist” so that it sounded more like one word:
“assyourartess.” Janis laughed and patted Gray’s knee.
“Come on, Gray. We still have six blocks to go and you’re drunk.”
“I am drunk,” he agreed.

Janis’s parents drove to Columbia for graduation and afterwards they took Janis and Gray
out for dinner at Cynthia’s favorite restaurant, the Peddler Steakhouse. Janis picked at a salad
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and baked potato while her mother ate a New York strip, charred almost black on the outside but
still red inside, the way she liked it.
Gray ate a two-pound T-bone steak, a big potato and several salads. He ran through two
bread baskets and had cheesecake for dessert. For a skinny man, Gray could put food away when
he wasn’t paying for it. Financial aid didn’t buy dinner at the Peddler.
After dinner, Daddy ordered a Benedictine for himself and one for Gray, and lit a
cigarette. He took a long draw on it and, tilting his head back, blew the smoke toward the ceiling.
“Now that we’ve gotten Janny graduated, when do you finish, Gray?”
“If all goes well, next year.”
Cynthia shook a cigarette out of the pack on the table and leaned over for Daddy to light
it with his gold-plated Zippo. She blew a thin stream of smoke through pursed lips.
“I guess you’re going to have to get a job now,” she said to Janis. “Maybe you could
work at Belk near the university.”
“Maybe,” Janis said. She sipped water and smoothed the napkin on her lap. “A man
wants to put some of my paintings in his gallery in Charleston.”
Her mother raised an eyebrow and took a puff of the cigarette. She flicked ash into a
glass ashtray on the table.
“Really? To sell?”
“I guess so, if anyone wants to buy them.”
“I’d still look into a job at Belk, to be on the safe side.”

That night after Janis’s parents dropped them at their apartment and went back to their
room at the Carolina Inn, Gray and Janis made love, though Janis didn’t really feel like it. She
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mostly wanted to absorb Gray’s warmth, his long skinny legs tangled with hers, his long hair
covering her breast as he nibbled on her nipple. Afterwards, she laid in the wet spot, dried semen
gluing Gray’s penis to her stomach where he’d pulled out of her with a long exhaled breath and
flopped half on her, half on the bed. Barely able to breathe, she wriggled away from Gray’s
weight and turned over. Gray’s hand brushed her hip.
“What’s wrong, baby?”
“Nothing,” she said.
Within seconds, Janis heard the soft rhythm of Gray’s snores, like ocean waves breaking
against sand, like white noise that canceled other sounds.

Janis wrapped the final canvas in an old towel and wedged it in next to the others in the
cream-colored Chrysler Town and Country station wagon with woodgrain panels along the side.
Gray had borrowed it from Morry Johnson in exchange for writing Morry’s paper for
Experimental Psych class. He’d stayed up until 3:00 in the morning three nights in a row to
finish the paper, but he said it was worth it to get a weekend at the beach.
Davis Lowell Smith had remembered Janis when she called. He told her to bring as many
pieces as she had and they would sort through them together to decide which ones to put in the
gallery. Not familiar with the proper ways to package and transport art, Janis and Gray wrapped
every one of Janis’s paintings in old towels and blankets and stacked them in the back seat of the
station wagon. They put their Samsonite suitcase in the back of the car and checked the
apartment one more time to be sure they’d locked the windows.
“Folly Beach, here we come!” Gray whooped as they drove out of town.
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They left Columbia as the sun set on Friday. The car wasn’t air-conditioned and the plan
was to drive in the cooler night air. Once they got to Folly Beach, they’d sleep in the car as near
the water as they could get, windows rolled down to let in the smells and sounds of the ocean.
They planned to spend the weekend playing in the surf, lying in the sun, building sand castles,
looking for seashells. They’d never really traveled together, never gone anywhere except to
Saloma and back. This beach trip was their gift to themselves for their first anniversary.
On Monday morning, they’d deliver Janis’s paintings to Lowell Smith Fine Art in
Charleston and head back to Columbia in time for Gray’s afternoon seminar class.
Janis fiddled with the radio as the station faded out. She turned the knob, slowing when
she heard a familiar snippet of music, trying to find the exact spot on the dial that would let them
listen to “Across the Universe” without static.
“Nothing’s gonna change my world,” sang Janis. She wondered if having her art hanging
in a gallery would change anything. It made her queasy to think about her paintings lined up on
the white walls of the gallery. What if no one wanted them and they hung there, untouched,
unviewed, until a fine gray dust covered them?
Janis laid down on the front seat, her head in Gray’s lap. His thighs were bony and didn’t
make a very good pillow, but she liked the feel of his stomach along the back of her head. Humid
night air churned through the car windows and ruffled Janis’s hair like a breeze. They didn’t talk,
just listened to the whine of the tires against the asphalt and the music on the radio as it faded in
and out, crackling and popping. Gray rested his arm along her arm.
She must have fallen asleep.
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Janis would remember the noise more than anything: the grinding, the scraping, the
squealing, the sound of metal crunching into pavement and then screeching along the asphalt like
a thousand pieces of chalk on a thousand chalkboards. The noise was followed by an abrupt and
frightening silence, a dark nothingness. She was outside the car, spat out into the tall grass by the
side of the highway, crumpled into a splayed disarray of arms and legs. She couldn’t move at
first, uncertain where her legs were, unable to find her feet. Her shoes were gone. She pulled
herself onto her hands and knees, as wobbly as a newborn calf. Raising her head, she saw the
station wagon, upside down, one wheel bent and spinning and the others crushed into the
underside of the car. She tasted something bitter and nauseating in her mouth, gasoline mixed
with blood. Gasoline slicked her face, soaked her clothes, matted her hair. She dropped back to
the grass and rolled herself, pushing, kicking and clawing at the dirt. Her body felt numb, no
pain. She pulled herself up, scrabbling her hands over the rough bark of the pine tree trunk. She
tried to walk and fell. She stayed down on the ground.
Janis heard the fire. She didn’t see it or smell it first, she heard it: a crackling fizzling
sound, like the fireplace at Christmas. At the same moment she registered where the fire was, she
looked up to see flames shoot up toward the black sky from the upside-down Chevrolet. The
smoke billowed in roiling dark clouds, making it hard to breathe. She screamed and screamed, a
terrible noise rasping out of her dry throat. She thought she was saying “Gray” but what came
out of her mouth sounded like a donkey’s strangled bray, rough and insistent. Car doors slammed
and people shouted.

They’d been just a few miles outside of Charleston when it happened, right after they
turned onto Highway 171 toward Folly Beach. Janis’s parents came to the hospital in Charleston,
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arriving in the sterile white ER at 2:00 in the morning. Her injuries weren’t life-threatening and
the hospital released her – scraped, bruised, cut and completely empty – to her parents. The nurse
had cleaned Janis up as much as she could with gauze and water, but she still smelled of gasoline
and smoke.
Another nurse, dressed all in white down to her sensible lace-up oxfords, brought Janis to
the front of the hospital in a wheelchair while Daddy pulled the car around. Cynthia paced the
sidewalk next to Janis’s wheelchair, lighting a Virginia Slim and taking a long hard pull on it.
“Do you have any belongings with you, dear?” asked the nurse.
Janis bent her head and stared straight at her lap. Cynthia stepped closer and put a hand
on Janis’s shoulder.
Daddy pulled the white Oldsmobile Regency into the semicircular driveway, parked, and
jumped out of the car to open the back door for Janis. Cynthia helped Janis get in the back seat
then climbed in after her. By the time Daddy closed the door and got back behind the wheel,
Janis’s head sagged against her mother’s shoulder. Cynthia tried to put her arms around Janis,
but they were at an awkward angle to each other and Cynthia’s hand just flapped in the air above
Janis’s elbow. She made a strange little shushing noise as she stroked Janis’s tangled hair over
and over.
Daddy drove through the dark Charleston streets at a deliberate pace, as if his careful
turns and measured speed could take her back through time to this afternoon when Gray had
been alive.
“I want to go there,” Janis said.
“Go where?” her mother said.
“Where it happened.”
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Her father stared at her in the rear view mirror.
“Oh, sugar,” he said. “I don’t think –“
“I need to see it, Daddy.”
“I’m sure it’s all cleared away,” her mother said.
“I need to.”
Her father pulled into a parking lot and turned the Olds back toward Folly Beach. No one
said anything, but Cynthia stopped rubbing Janis’s head. Janis sat up straighter, watching the
ghostly gray cypress trees move past her window. She turned to look straight ahead at the broken
white line in the center of the road.
“There,” Janis said when they saw the black tire tracks slicing across the pavement. “Stop
here.” Her father slowed down and pulled to the shoulder of the highway. Janis pushed the car
door open and stood up. Her muscles felt sore, like she’d done squats or duckwalked across a
gym. She limped to the center of the highway where the tire tracks crossed the white line. The
blacktop was gouged and pocked.
“Janis!” her mother called. “Get off the highway. This is dangerous!”
Her father closed his car door and walked to where Janis stood. Her mother got into the
passenger’s side of the Olds. An orange dot glowed through the front windshield as she lit a
cigarette, blew smoke out of the open window and hung her hand out the side of the car.
“I’m not sure we should be doing this, sugar,” said Daddy.
Janis walked down the middle of the highway until she got to the spot where the Town
and Country had stopped sliding. The road was burnt black in a thirty-foot circle. The muggy
night air still held a faint stink of gasoline and burnt vinyl upholstery. Ashes powdered the

70

highway and the singed grass on the side of the road. Straight ridged lines marked where the
firemen had shoveled ashes off the highway.
“Have you got a handkerchief, Daddy?”
Janis’s father pulled a folded square of white cotton from his pocket and handed it to her.
She opened it, squatted down and laid it on the highway. Using both hands, she gathered ashes
into a pile and scooped them onto the handkerchief, then folded the four corners toward the
middle, tying them in a knot.
Daddy helped her up and they walked back to the car together.

A month after the accident, Cynthia and Janis returned to the little furnished apartment in
Columbia to empty it out. Janis lay on the open sofa bed, the sheets still rumpled from her last
night of tangled sleep with Gray. His pillow smelled like him, like his hair before he washed it.
She watched her mother move around the tiny apartment, packing things away in cardboard
boxes – some they would take back to Saloma with them, others would go straight to Goodwill
on the way home.
Cynthia chattered, but Janis wasn’t listening. She got up and shuffled to her easel. Taking
an empty box, she began dropping tubes of acrylic paint into it: cerulean blue, cadmium yellow,
iridescent white, pyrolene red, mars black, raw umber. She picked up a handful of paintbrushes,
some thick and stiff, some as wispy as eyelashes, and put them in the box. Palettes, rags, gesso.
Blank canvases leaned against the easel and a wall, but no paintings. Every painting she’d ever
finished had been in the car, the canvases and wooden frames feeding the fire.
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Janis put the blank canvases in the box, then collapsed the easel and wedged it next to
them. With a large black marker, she wrote “GOODWILL” on all four sides of the box and
placed it next to the apartment door.

One evening at the dinner table, as Janis pushed peas around her plate and stuck them
under the mashed potatoes, she said, “I want to go see Grandma Lou.”
“Whatever for?” asked Cynthia.
“Just to spend time with her. I haven’t seen her in a long time. There’s no reason for me
to stay here.”
“I think that’s a great idea, honey,” Daddy said. “I’m sure she’d love to have you.”
“You haven’t stayed at your grandmother’s house in years. Have you forgotten what it’s
like? She lives in mill town, remember, nothing like what we have here.”
Janis hadn’t spent much time with her grandmother over the years because Cynthia hated
going to Burleson any more often than her reed thin sense of obligation required. Even so, Janis
loved Grandma Lou. She remembered her hugs: Grandma Lou was so short that her chin had
rested on top of eight-year-old Janis’s head when she hugged her, and so soft and wide that
Janis’s arms couldn’t reach around her.
“No, I haven’t forgotten. I like Grandma Lou’s house. It’s old and comfortable. I always
loved staying in the bedroom with the pink-flowered curtains and the pink chenille bedspread.”
“I don’t think you’ve slept in that house more than twice in your life, Janis. You know we
always stay at the Holiday Inn when we go to Burleson.”
“I just want to go to Grandma Lou’s. What’s the big deal?”
Cynthia pushed her plate away and picked up her coffee cup.
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“This coffee’s cold,” she said, getting up and walking to the kitchen with the cup and
saucer. Janis heard the flick of a lighter and a long slow exhale. Daddy drank all of his coffee in
one big swallow and then smiled at Janis.
“I think some time with Grandma Lou will be good for you and your grandma.” He
lowered his voice and leaned toward Janis. “If I’d had my way, you’d have spent more time with
her when you were growing up. She always asked, every summer, but you know your Mama.”
The phone rang and they could hear Cynthia answer it in the kitchen. Her heels clicked
on the linoleum as she paced. The long cord on the avocado green wall phone was permanently
kinked from Cynthia talking on the phone while walking around the kitchen.
“One moment, I’ll check.” She put the phone down and walked to the dining room door.
“It’s that man again, that gallery man. Do you want to talk to him?” Janis shook her head from
side to side in a slow deliberate motion. Cynthia sighed and went back to the phone. “I’m sorry,
but she’s not available.” A pause, the sound of smoke being expelled. “Yes, I’ll tell her. We do
have your number, yes.”
“How long do you want to stay at Grandma Lou’s?” Daddy asked.
“Maybe forever,” Janis said.

After two weeks in Burleson, Janis settled into a routine. Every morning she woke with
an awful sadness when the sun fell across her face through the flimsy pink-flowered curtains.
She pulled the soft nubby chenille bedspread up to her chin and stared at the tea-colored stains
on the ceiling. Janis had memorized the patterns. One looked a bit like a map of India, another
like a rosebud. After a few minutes, she got up and walked barefoot into the kitchen where
Grandma Lou was boiling coffee and frying bacon. After four years as a vegetarian, Janis started
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eating bacon again at Grandma Lou’s. Every morning they sat across from each other at the tiny
kitchen table covered with a faded yellow-checked plastic tablecloth and drank strong coffee
with lots of sugar and Carnation powdered milk. Grandma Lou loaded up Janis’s plate with fried
eggs, grits, bacon and buttered toast, and every morning Janis wiped her plate clean with the last
bite of toast and had a second cup of coffee.
Some mornings they talked and some mornings they didn’t say much at all. On the
fifteenth morning of Janis’s visit, she told Grandma Lou about the wreck: the horrible noise of it,
the smell and taste of blood mixed with gasoline, the furious sound and heat of her life burning
up thirty feet away from her.
“They told me he was dead before the fire started. They said he died from the wreck, all
in a couple of seconds. One second he was alive and we were almost at Folly Beach and the next
second he was dead.”
Grandma Lou shook her head and wiped her face with the corner of her apron. She
reached across the table and took Janis’s hand.
“You know he’s with Jesus now, honey.”
“I don’t know about Jesus anymore, Grandma. I don’t know about anything anymore.”
“Well, Jesus knows about you and he’s got Gray up there with him, so he ain’t hurting or
sad. Don’t you worry.” Grandma Lou had become a Pentecostal after she married Henry from
the mill twenty years back. Henry had been a decent man and good to Lou.
“I feel so sad, Grandma. I got used to Gray.”
“I know, Janny. Ain’t nothing but time going to make that better.” They sat in silence,
Janis tracing the pattern of the tablecloth with her finger. Grandma Lou got up and poured coffee
in their cups. Janis put two heaping spoons of sugar and powdered milk into each cup and stirred.
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“I lost a love a long time ago. We weren’t married like you and Gray, and he didn’t die.
Not when we was together, I mean. His folks sent him away and I never heard his voice again. It
was like he died to me that day, cause I never had another minute with him. I saw him once at
the five and dime, but he didn’t see me. Then I heard some old men talking at the mill one day –
must’ve been 10, 11 years after that – he got killed over in the big war.
“Who was he, Grandma?”
“His name was Jeffrey McCloud and he was your mama’s daddy. Don’t nobody know
about that except your mama, and I told Henry before we got married. Jeffrey never knew, far as
I could tell. Some people might of thought they knew, but I didn’t never talk about it to nobody.”
Lou drank the rest of her coffee and wiped her mouth with her apron. She cleared her throat.
“You ought not say anything to your mama. She don’t like being reminded.”
Janis stared out the screen door at the chickens strutting in the dirt back yard. She
wondered which chickens’ eggs they’d just eaten.

Grandma Lou had retired from the mill a few years earlier. Henry said she’d been
working since she was 14 years old and it was time she took a rest. They’d saved up some money
and their little mill house had long ago been bought and paid for, and they had the Social
Security. A few months after Lou retired, Henry had a heart attack at his job in the mill and died
before the ambulance could get there. By the time anyone called Lou, Henry’d been dead for an
hour.
Lou took up sewing to fill her days and bring in a dollar or two. Janis loved to lie on the
sofa and listen to the whirr of the needle when Grandma pushed the pedal of the old black Singer
machine. She’d slow down when the work got complicated and speed up when she was stitching
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a long straight seam. Janis got into a habit of falling asleep every afternoon to the rhythms of
Grandma Lou’s sewing.
At first, Daddy called Janis every few days at Grandma Lou’s to check on how she was
doing. When she told him she was doing fine and described her mornings of breakfast with
Grandma Lou and afternoons of napping on the sofa to the hum of her sewing machine, he said it
sounded like Grandma Lou’s was a good place for her to be.

Janis took a bus downtown to the Burleson Public Library once or twice a week to check
out books. She got a library card in her own name and read all kinds of books.
She met Rita at the library. Rita was younger than her, just barely out of high school. She
dressed like Annie Hall in baggy pants, a white button-down shirt, a vest and a wide purple
necktie. Her reddish-brown hair was long and straight, parted in a straight line down the center of
her scalp. Rita took her two younger brothers to the library once a week so they could check out
Hardy Boys mysteries and read MAD magazines. She sat at a table flipping through a Seventeen
magazine while the boys browsed. The first day they met, Rita complimented Janis on her dress,
a pink and gray paisley-patterned maxi that Grandma Lou had sewn for her. Janis liked a similar
dress in the window of Rayberry’s one day when they went downtown to get an ice cream cone
and Lou said, “I can make that.” It had a Juliet neckline, little puffed sleeves, an empire waist,
and a wide ruffle at the hem.
Janis loved the dress more than anything she owned, so when Rita said, “I like your
dress,” Janis told her how Grandma Lou had copied the design and sewn it from scratch.
“Far out,” said Rita.
“My Grandma Lou’s the best. She could be a professional.”
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“Yeah, it looks good, like a Young Edwardian or something.”
“That’s what I told her.”
“She should sell them. I bet she could make good money.”
“She does some sewing for people, but mostly she just likes to do it to pass the time.”

The girls started meeting for a Pepsi or a movie. Rita was the closest thing to a friend
Janis had because she’d left everyone behind in Saloma. She hadn’t told Debbie March she was
going to Burleson. Janis didn’t feel like she was the same girl who’d been friends with Debbie.
Janis didn’t expect much of Rita. Their friendship wasn’t based on much of anything, so
it was easy to maintain. One day when she met Rita at Dixie’s for french fries and a Pepsi, Janis
had a bag tucked under her arm.
“Here,” she said to Rita, handing her the bag.
“What’s this?”
“Open it.”
Rita opened the bag and looked inside. She pulled out a long piece of fabric with bright
yellow daisies on a sky blue background. It was a maxi dress similar to Janis’s.
“I asked my grandma to make one for you.”
Rita held the dress up to her body and hopped up and down.
“Really? For me? This is so cool!”
“Now we’re like sisters, kind of,” Janis said.
*
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Two months had passed since the wreck. Janis still had bad dreams about it, but Grandma
Lou was right. Each day was a tiny step further away from that day. Being around Rita helped.
Janis never told her about Gray because she didn’t want to weigh down their time.
Rita decided they should go bowling. Janis hadn’t bowled in years, so she said, “Why
not?” They got to the Colonial Lanes at about 8:00 on a Tuesday night. League bowlers took up
most of the lanes, but the girls got the last lane on the right, lane 24. They picked out 10-pound
balls and laced up their red-and-blue rental shoes. Rita wrote their names on the giant score sheet
while Janis went to get two large Pepsis and two pizza slices from the snack shop.
Lanes 21 and 22 were filled with league bowlers wearing yellow shirts with “Tommy’s
Tune-Up Shop” embroidered in purple across the back. Confetti-colored bowling balls shot
down the lanes and crashed into the wooden bowling pins which flipped and ricocheted before
falling in a heap. Janis liked watching the mechanism scrape the downed pins off the lane while a
fresh set descended from above.
Janis couldn’t really bowl. Each time she released her fluorescent orange ball, it wobbled
down the lane, either dropping off into the gutter or knocking one or two pins down in slow
motion. Rita slung her fluorescent green ball with confidence. Each time, it traveled through the
air before landing with a thud a third of the way down the lane and skittering into the pins. The
league bowlers scowled at Rita. When the last of all ten pins teetered and fell, Rita hopped up
and down and yelled, “Woo hoo! Strike!” Neither of them came close to breaking 100, but Janis
enjoyed rolling the ball down the lane again and again. Each turn was a chance to be hopeful.
Rita drove Janis to Grandma Lou’s in her mother’s orange Pinto and pulled up in front of
the little house on Pearsall.
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“That was fun,” Rita said. “We should do it again. I know some guys who might want to
come with us next time. You don’t have a boyfriend, do you?”
Janis looked at her lap and then out the dark window.
“Something wrong?” asked Rita.
“Do you know any doctors around here?
“Just Dr. Guzman that we go to when we’re sick. And the doctor who operated on my
grandfather’s hernia last year. I know him a little. Why? Are you okay?”
“Not that kind of doctor. A woman’s doctor. The kind that will do something I need
done.”
“What do you –” Rita stopped and then said, “Oh. That kind of doctor.” She turned the
car off. “My cousin does. She had to have . . . one of those last year.” Her voice dropped to a
whisper. “Nobody knew about it except me and her boyfriend. I went with her to the doctor, but I
don’t remember his name. I can find out, though. He wasn’t in Burleson. He’s in Whitten.”
“How far’s that?”
“Not too far. About 15 miles. It’s better that way, nobody will know you there.”
“Nobody knows me here except you and Grandma Lou. But I’ll go wherever I need to
go.” Janis put her hand on the door handle. “Will you come with me?”
Rita nodded.

Janis didn’t want Gray’s baby. Six weeks after the wreck, when she still hadn’t had a
period, she thought maybe it was just her body reacting to all that had happened. When she
started feeling nauseated and nothing tasted right, she guessed what was wrong. If Gray had been
alive, if she’d been able to tell him she was pregnant, she still would have said, “I don’t want this
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baby” to him. He might’ve laughed or cried or argued, but without him, she never said those
words out loud to anyone.
On a Friday in September she went with Rita to a gynecologist in Whitten who did the
procedure, even though it was illegal because Janis hadn’t been raped and her life wasn’t
threatened by the pregnancy. The office was clean and sterile-looking. The doctor was nice
enough, like someone’s pleasant uncle, and the nurse who helped him was young. She held
Janis’s hand and the whole thing was over more quickly than she expected.
On the drive back to Grandma Lou’s, Rita talked about everything but what Janis had just
done. She pushed buttons on the radio, hopping from one upbeat song to another. If a ballad
came on, she changed the station. The Bee Gees sang “Jive Talkin’.” Everything was fast and
bright and bubbly. The sunlight hurt Janis’s eyes and the leaves on the trees were a scarlet blur as
the Pinto sped along the Whitten highway toward Burleson.
At home, Janis told Grandma Lou she wasn’t feeling well and closed herself in her room.
She changed into sweats and burrowed under the pink chenille blanket. She felt shivery and cold
from the inside out. Afternoon sunlight slanted across the room, illuminating dust particles
floating in the air. Janis watched them through half-closed eyes; they were beautiful, like tiny
golden fireflies.

When Janis woke up, it was dark. She pulled socks over her cold feet and shuffled into
the kitchen where Grandma Lou was frying bacon.
“Hey, there, sleepyhead. Are you feeling better?”
“I think so. What time is it?”
“Near on 8:30.”
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“Guess I was more tired than I knew.”
“Your body always knows what it needs most.”
“That smells good.”
“I was going to let you sleep clear through if you hadn’t woke up. You hungry?”
Janis nodded and poured herself a cup of coffee from the pot on the stove. Lou took two
eggs from a bowl on the counter and cracked them into a frying pan full of bacon grease. The
clear part of the egg turned white as Lou flicked the hot grease over it with a spatula again and
again until the edges began to curl and turn brown.
“Just the way I like it, Grandma.”
“I thought we’d have breakfast for supper tonight.”
Lou slid the eggs onto plates and added a mound of grits from a pot on the stove and two
slices of bacon. She cut two fat squares of butter from the stick on the counter and put them in
the grits, then carried their plates to the table. Janis sat down with one leg tucked under her and
Lou eased herself into the chair with a sigh.
“Grandma, are you ever still sad about Jeffrey?”
“Not any more. It was a long time ago.”
“How long was it before you stopped being sad?”
“Not so long. It weren’t the same with me and Jeffrey as you and Gray, honey. I never
expected to marry Jeffrey. He was from a good family and I was mill people. But I had my
Cynthia, so I was happy.”
“I don’t want children, Grandma.”
“If you don’t, you don’t. Nothing wrong with that.”
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Janis ate a big forkful of buttery grits and runny eggs, surprised by how hungry she felt.
She got up to pour herself another cup of coffee.
“How long can I stay here?”
“You can stay long as you want, but don’t you want to go back to Saloma?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Your mama won’t be happy about that.”
“She’s not happy about much I do.” Janis crumbled a piece of bacon over the grits and
stirred them. “I think she’s glad Gray died. She didn’t want me to marry him.”
Lou stopped chewing and shook her head.
“Janny, don’t say that. Your mama don’t feel that way. I know she don’t. My Cynthia has
a good heart and she loves you very much.”
Janis didn’t say anything else and neither did Lou. They finished eating and Janis scraped
her chair away from the table. Picking up her plate and cup, she leaned over to kiss Lou on top of
her head.
“Night, Grandma.”
“You going back to bed? I thought maybe we’d sit up and watch the TV for a while.”
“I’m still feeling a little tired. Must be trying to fight something off. I’ll see you in the
morning.”
“Okay, honey. You get you a good night’s sleep, you’ll feel all better tomorrow.”
A few minutes later, the theme music to The Rockford Files started up in the sitting room
as Janis burrowed under the covers in bed and pulled her knees toward her chest to ease the
cramping.
*
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“Janis Jane Greene, you need to come home right now.” Cynthia’s voice was clipped and
precise over the phone.
“It’s still Cullens, Mama. Janis Greene Cullens. They don’t take away your married name
when your husband dies. And why do I need to come home? What would I do in Saloma?”
“Maybe get a job, for one thing.”
“I don’t need a job yet. I don’t need much money here, except helping Grandma Lou with
the groceries and putting gas in Rita’s car sometimes. Or bowling or a movie now and then. The
insurance money will last me a long time. Besides if I need to get a job, I can do it here in
Burleson.”
“You cannot leech off your grandmother forever, Janis.”
“I’m not leeching. I help her with things and she said I can stay as long as I want.”
“She’s just being nice. She’s never been able to speak up for herself.”
“I don’t think so.”
“You don’t know my mother like I do. Who is this Rita?”
“My friend.” Janis heard Cynthia cover the mouthpiece with her hand and talk to
someone in the room. Probably Daddy.
“Is Daddy there? I want to talk to him.” There was more muffled whispering and then the
rustle of the phone changing hands.
“Hi, sugar,” Daddy said. “We sure are missing you over here. You’ve been gone almost
four months. Don’t you want to come home and –“
“I miss you, too, Daddy, but I think it’s better if I stay here awhile. I think Grandma Lou
likes the company.”
“Well, I’m sure she does, honey, but so would your mama and I.”
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“I’ll be home in time for Christmas, I promise.”

The next weekend, Janis was alone in the house on Sunday morning while Grandma Lou
went to the Pentecostal service. She was still in bed, reading Valley of the Dolls, when the
bedroom door swung open and Cynthia filled the doorway. Janis flinched, startled that her
mother had materialized like an unwanted genie in this small space.
“Jesus, Mom!”
“So this is what you’re doing with your time here? You can read trashy books in bed in
Saloma, Janis.”
“I like it better here. Grandma knows how to knock.”
Cynthia bent over and held the sheets and bedspread up so she could look under the
frame of the bed. Janis sat up on her knees.
“What are you doing?”
Cynthia swung the Samsonite suitcase from under the bed and onto the pink chenille
bedspread. Daddy had bought Janis a new sky blue suitcase to replace the one that burned in the
wreck. Her mother splayed the suitcase open across the foot of the bed and began opening
dresser drawers and piling Janis’s underwear and tee shirts in it. Janis scrambled out of the bed,
slammed the drawers shut, and stood in front of them.
“Stop messing with my stuff,” she said in a low voice. Cynthia crossed to the small metal
wardrobe that stood in the corner and pulled clothes off the hangers, folding them into the
suitcase. Janis snatched the paisley maxi dress out of Cynthia’s hands.
“Mother, stop it!” she said.
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Janis could feel her anger winding into a tight ball in her throat and she knew if she tried
to say anything else, it would squeeze out of her at a high pitch and she’d cry. She hated that
anger didn’t make her strong and loud; instead, she had to spend her power squelching tears and
wiping her nose with the sleeve of her sweatshirt.
“Janis, it is time for you to come home. People are talking. I ran into Betty Gamble the
other day in the Red and White and she cornered me for ten minutes. People think you’ve gone
crazy or something, that we can’t take care of our own daughter. You wouldn’t believe the
rumors that are running all over that town.” She stepped closer to Janis until they were nearly
chin to chin. “Bobo at the gas station asked your daddy the other day if it was true you’re locked
up on Bull Street in Columbia.”
Janis spoke through clenched teeth with a shaky voice.
“I don’t care what people in Saloma think. I don’t care if they think I’ve gone Bull Street
crazy. You’re the only one who cares, who’s afraid people will know we’re not some
goddamned perfect Good Housekeeping family.” She walked to the metal wardrobe and hung the
maxi dress on a wire hanger, the ends bent up to keep the dress from sliding off. She put her tee
shirts back in the dresser, one by one, while Cynthia stood with her arms crossed.
“Janis, you are coming home with me.”
“I am home.”
“You’re being a ridiculous child. This isn’t home.”
“I’m 22 years old and this is my home now.”
Cynthia let out an exasperated breath.
“I am not going back to Saloma without you.”
*
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Christmas morning in Saloma was not cold that year. It was sweater weather at most, but
Daddy still lit a fire in the fireplace. Cynthia had a rule on Christmas morning. Janis couldn't go
into the den until they were awake and Cynthia had made coffee and Daddy had smoked his first
cigarette.
Janis woke up in her all-white bedroom and felt as if she were the only color in the room,
pale as she was. Her mother had redecorated the room while Janis was in Burleson. Everything
was white: the shag carpeting, the furniture, the walls, the lamps, the curtains. Cynthia said
white-on-white was the newest thing and very sophisticated.
She went to the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee. Her parents’ voices came
from the den.
“Here it is, nine o’clock on Christmas morning and she’s still asleep. Remember when
she’d wake up at the crack of dawn, wanting to tear into those presents?” Daddy said. “That year
I was up until 2:00 a.m. putting together the damned Barbie Dream House and she woke us up at
5:30?”
“You loved it, Bill. You were always a bigger kid on Christmas than she was.”
Janis leaned against the wall outside of the den, listening.
“Nothing wrong with being a kid once a year, Cyn.” Janis pictured Daddy’s eyes
crinkling as he smiled at Cynthia. She heard the soft rustle of a kiss being given and taken.
“Merry Christmas, baby.”
“Merry Christmas, Bill.” The sound of coffee being swallowed, a cup clicking back into
its saucer. “Do you remember that office Christmas party in Burleson? When I gave you the
cashmere scarf?”
“Of course I do. I still have that scarf.”
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“You do? I’ve never seen you wear it and that thing cost me a fortune back then.”
“I knew it must have. I felt bad about that, Cyn. But I hope I’ve made it up to you since
then.”
Cynthia laughed, her voice sweet and warm. Janis had never heard her mother sound like
this.
“You’ve given me more than I ever thought I’d have.”
She went back to the kitchen and poured more coffee into her cup, banging drawers and
making noise.

Janis sat cross-legged on the floor by the Christmas tree as Daddy distributed the gifts.
He winked at Janis, handed her a medium-sized box wrapped in gold foil and said, “From
Santa.”
She knew what the box held, just from the shape and heft of if, before she stripped away
the foil wrapping to uncover the tubes of acrylic paint lined in a row. Daddy smiled and held up a
cluster of paintbrushes tied with a red ribbon.
“I think he brought these, too.”
Janis took the brushes and forced herself to smile.
“Thanks, Santa,” she said.

After all the gifts were opened and Daddy dozed on the sofa, Janis took the floral
nightgown, the fuzzy pink slippers, the opal necklace and earrings, the navy blue blazer and skirt
her mother had called “an interview suit,” the Fleetwood Mac album, and the paints and brushes
to her room. She folded the nightgown into a drawer, laid the album on top of her record player,
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set the slippers on the floor by the bed, hung the blazer and skirt in her closet, and put the
necklace and earrings in the white leather jewelry box. Janis slid the record out of its cardboard
cover and paper sleeve and held it up between her palms. She flipped the record player on with
her little finger, settled the record on the turntable, and placed the needle on the dark line
encircling the song she wanted to hear.
A single drum beat started behind a plaintive guitar riff and then Lindsey and Stevie sang,
“Listen to the wind blow” as Janis dragged her desk chair to her closet. Standing on the chair,
she pulled a box from the top of her closet. She climbed down from the chair, hugging the box to
her chest, and sat on the bed. Inside the box were the old notes from Debbie March, a few
photos, a dried-up corsage from prom, the daisies from her wedding pressed between two plates
of glass, her marriage license and wedding band, and the handkerchief holding the ashes she’d
scraped from Highway 171. Janis put the paint set and brushes in the box, replaced the cover and
stood on the chair to push it back on to the top shelf of the closet. She pulled on a sweater, laced
on a pair of navy blue Keds, and went to the kitchen. Daddy still snored on the sofa in the den.
Janis palmed her mother’s Virginia Slims, pushing them into the pocket of her sweater along
with a book of matches, and slipped out the back door.
She walked along Lester Road toward the piney woods that were still there, undeveloped.
When she was a child, the woods had seemed gaping and enormous to her, the layers of pine
branches forming a dizzying vaulted ceiling that blocked the sun. Walking down the slope from
the street into the woods had felt ceremonial, like entering the dark burnished sanctuary of the
First Presbyterian Church to worship.

88

The air felt cooler as soon as she stepped into the woods. Brown needles covered the
ground, cushioning her steps. It was quiet and peaceful; more than quiet, there was an absence of
noise. No cars drove on Lester Street, nothing to disturb the stillness.
She found a stump to sit on. It was flat across, as if the tree had been cut down instead of
falling naturally. She pulled a cigarette out of the pack and lit it with a match. After taking the
first draw on the cigarette, she blew out the match and continued to blow on it to cool it. Then
she dug a little hole with the toe of her shoe in the dark brown dirt under the pine needles and
dropped the match into it. She smoked the cigarette in long, slow pulls, expelling the smoke in
clouds. She tried to make rings like her Daddy could, but failed. She settled for releasing the
smoke in short puffs so that they looked like smoke signals.
She lit another cigarette with the butt of the first, and then ground the butt into the hole
she’d created in the dirt. She experimented with streaming smoke out of her nose, but it made her
cough, so she went back to puffing out little individual clouds.
She and Gray’s mama had strewn his ashes in the woods he’d loved to play in as a boy
near Orangeburg. They’d taken turns putting their hands into the urn of concrete gray ash and
filtering the powder through their fingers onto the earth. Little puffs of fine ash, like smoke, had
curled up from the ground where it fell.
Ashes dropped from the tip of Janis’s cigarette and into the hole she’d made. She tried to
blow smoke rings again and this time she almost did. The smoke dispersed as soon as it formed,
but it had a definite circular shape.
Debbie March had gotten married and had a baby. Janis had seen them at the new
Hardee’s on the Saloma-Caswell highway a few days ago. Debbie had to weigh more than 200
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pounds, but she didn’t seem bothered. She held her baby boy and smiled like he was made of
pure diamonds.
About two inches of cigarette were left, the tip burning red and hot each time Janis drew
a puff. She stood up, then squatted to the ground. Taking the cigarette out of her mouth, she
touched the red tip to a dead brown leaf on the ground. It took a few seconds for the leaf to catch,
but it did. She pulled a few pine needles from the ground and touched their points to the tiny
flame flickering on the leaf. The flame flared and sizzled. She stood up and stepped back. The
fire spread to the dry needles around it, getting wider and taller. She stepped further back. The
flames caught on a dead branch, crackling and kinetic and got stronger, hotter, and louder as
Janis stood a few feet away and watched. When she finally turned her back and walked away, the
fire was moving deeper into the woods, consuming what was brown and dead. A skinny column
of dark gray smoke rose from the pines and floating red embers turned to ash in midair.
Janis walked back to the house. She put her mother’s cigarettes back where they’d been
and went to her white room, closing the door behind her. She stood at the window and looked
across Lester Street into the woods. The smoke puffed up from the undergrowth in fat black
clouds that drifted into the blue sky, carried on the wind, and thinned into ash-colored wisps as
they rose higher.
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One Mississippi, Two Mississippi

"I'm not sure about this," I said, twisting around to look at Jackie in the back seat. Becky
was driving and I was in the shredded passenger's seat of her red 1976 Honda Civic. The
upholstery had already been rubbed thin by twelve years of butts sliding across it when Becky's
dad bought it for her birthday back in March and the three of us had been in that car almost every
minute of every day since Saloma High let out for summer. Next week we’d start our senior
year, Class of ‘89, and we were filling up this last piece of summer cruising from one side of
Saloma to the other, with the windows rolled down and the radio turned up loud. Old people
gave us dirty looks at intersections while we sucked on our Big Gulps of Diet Coke and danced
in our seats.
"Come on, Anna. You are such a wuss."
"What if they see us? This car’s not exactly a stealth bomber."
"They're at football practice, dummy." Jackie unscrewed the cap from an Arbor Mist
bottle and poured half of it into the empty Big Gulp cup she held between her thighs. She pushed
the bottle back under my seat and put the plastic lid and straw back on the cup, nearly dumping
the whole thing all over herself. “Shit,” she said and took a couple of long pulls on the straw. She
let out an exaggerated “Aaaahh!” and burped.
"Gross, Jackie," I said. She giggled and sucked on the straw again. "What if we get
caught? Mom would kill me."
"Might as well turn around," Jackie yelled from the back seat, "The princess is all
freaking out now."
"I am not freaking out. I just think it's stupid to do this in broad daylight."
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"It was your idea, Anna."
"Yeah, but I figured we'd do it at night or something."
"Let’s just forget it," Becky said. She didn't sound pissed or anything. She pulled into a
dirt road and reversed onto the other side of the Saloma-Caswell highway, heading back to town.
"But you're never going to get James to notice you if we don't do something. If you can peel him
off Kimberly long enough to get him to notice anything besides her gigantic boobs." I twisted
little strands of my brown hair together into a skinny braid, then put it into my mouth and
chewed the ends.
"I'll think of something," I said.
"Ooooh, turn it up! I love this song!" Jackie yelled, waving her arms. She sang with the
radio in a loud monotone, faking an English accent to sound like George Michaels. Her voice
trailed off when she didn't know the words, then came back strong to sing the chorus. “I’ll be
your father figure,” she sang.
“This song is creepy,” I said, turning the knob to change the station.
“Hey! I like that song! George Michaels is so sexy.”
I turned in my seat to look at Jackie, all 5’ 11” of her, taking up the whole back seat, even
with her knees jackknifed up in the air. She was tall, but not like slinky model tall. More like
giraffe tall: long skinny legs with big knobby knees. She had frizzy hair that wouldn't curl and
wouldn't lay straight and some days it looked like she didn't even bother brushing it. Her glasses
were two years old and lopsided.
“Too bad,” I said. “I’m shotgun, I get to pick the radio station.” I settled on WDOG, even
though it was country music. Randy Travis was singing, “Honky Tonk Moon” and I liked how
his voice sounded, easy and old-fashioned.
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At the stoplight, a carload of guys pulled up next to us. I figured they were soldiers from
Fort Jimmerson. They had the look of soldiers. They were smiling at us and then talking to each
other, laughing and shaking their heads. The driver rolled his window down. Def Leppard
drowned out Randy’s voice.
"Hey, girls!" he said. I could hear snickers coming from his car. "Y'all look like y'all are
chasing some fun." Becky looked straight ahead and Jackie slid down flat on the back seat,
faking sleep. I turned to face the soldiers.
"We're always looking for fun," I said. The skinny one whooped from the back seat of the
black Camaro.
"Oh, yeah? We're headed out to the lake to swim. Y'all want to come?"
"Sure," I said without looking at Becky or Jackie. Becky hissed my name, her teeth
clenched.
I looked at the driver. He had dark buzzed hair that showed how flat the back of his head
was. He said something to the other guys and then turned to me.
"We're going to stop for more beer. Y'all are really going to show up, right?"
"Yeah. We just have to go get our swimsuits first. Where are y'all going to be?"
"We have a special spot." The skinny one was sketching something while we talked. He
handed it to the driver who stretched his arm out to pass me the piece of paper. "There's a map so
you can find us. We'll be waiting." The light changed and someone honked. The driver's arm
hung out of the window and he slapped the side of the Camaro. "Hey! Y'all are legal, right?"
Then he peeled off with a laugh. Becky turned to me, her eyes wide open.
"Are you crazy, Anna? Those guys are probably in their 20s. We can't go hang out with
them."
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"Why not?"
"Um, hello – we're 17! Shit, you're 16 – that's even worse." I looked at the map on the
back of an envelope from Fort Jimmerson Federal Credit Union. He even put the road names.
Considerate of him.
"Well, maybe if I take a soldier to the dance, James will notice me."
"Don’t be stupid. Those guys aren't going to go to the dance with us. They just want to
party." I held the map between my finger and thumb and waved it at Becky.
"You don't know," I said. "Come on, let's just go get our suits and go to the lake. If we
see them, fine. If we don't, at least we get to go swimming. It's so freakin' hot today." Becky
shook her head, but she drove to my house so I could put my bathing suit on under my shorts and
t-shirt.
Upstairs in my bedroom, as I pulled the bottom half of my suit over my thighs, I looked
at myself in the full-length mirror. Too fat. I sucked in my tummy and turned sideways. Too fat.
I wriggled into my shorts and pulled a big t-shirt from the drawer. I stepped into flip-flops, put
on more mascara and lip gloss, scrunched my hair and grabbed a towel from the bathroom.
We stopped at Becky's house and Jackie's apartment, then headed out, following the
directions on the envelope to the south side of the lake. It took longer to find them than I
expected and by the time we got there, they were already out in the water on boogie boards. Not
that there's any waves to ride on Lake Delpin. They were just hanging on to them, their shaved
heads and brown shoulders out of the water. Jackie and Becky stripped off their shorts and tshirts and waded in, grabbing beers out of the cooler on their way. I hung back. I pulled a beer
out of the cooler and drank it fast, looking for the courage to take off my shirt and shorts.
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"What are you waiting for, Anna?" yelled Jackie. The girls were treading water near the
soldiers and I could hear the murmur of their voices, high and low, far away from me. One of the
soldiers, the skinny one from the back seat of the Camaro, waded to shore and climbed up the
incline to the cooler. He wore cut-off shorts and his chest was narrow and hairless. He popped
opened his beer and walked over to me.
"Hi," he said.
"Hi," I said. I tried to think of something clever and mature to say, but ended up not
saying anything. He sat at a picnic table.
"Why don't you sit here with me?" he asked as he straddled the bench. I walked over to
the table and sat down, my thigh close to his knee.
"What's your name?"
"Anna. What's yours?"
"Marshall." We both drank from our beer cans and then studied them. I’d never looked so
closely at a can of Bud.
Marshall squirmed a little, like he might be thinking about getting up, so I said, "Where
you from?"
He leaned back a little, one skinny elbow on the table top.
"Texas. Dallas, Texas. Well, Garland, really."
"I've never been to Texas. I've never been out of South Carolina, actually."
"I been all over. I was in Germany a while." He looked like the boys I went to school
with. His arms were barely bigger around than mine, his narrow shoulders tanned brown and
spotted with faint freckles.
"That’s cool."
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He looked out over the water for a second and then nodded his head.
"Yep. It was pretty cool. They got some good beer over there, but they drink it warm."
I folded my arms over my stomach, hoping he wouldn't notice how it bulged over the top
of my shorts. I had to squint to look at him because the sun was behind his head.
"You ever had to kill anybody?" I asked.
He sat up straighter and squared his little-boy shoulders, like he was trying to be bigger.
"No. But I could if I had to."
“I bet I could kill somebody if I wanted to, if I had a gun,” I said.
He didn’t say anything, just poured the last few swallows of beer down his throat, then
got up and got us two more. I finished the warm beer in my can in a few quick gulps and opened
the cold one.
"You going to stay in the Army?"
"Probably. For now, anyways, I guess."
We both watched Jackie and Becky splashing around in the water with the other soldiers.
Seemed like they were having a good time.
"My stepfather's in the Army,” I said.
"Really? At Jimmerson? What’s his name? Maybe I know him."
"I doubt it. His name’s Virgil, but he’s nobody. Besides, he's in Korea right now. It's just
been me and my mom for a little while now. I like it better when he’s gone."
He nodded, like he knew why. Like he understood me. We sat there not talking for a
while and then he reached over and held my hand. His hands were big, bigger than you’d expect
for such a skinny boy. His cuticles were red and ragged, like maybe he chewed on them, and his
nails were bit to the quick.
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"You want to take a walk?" he asked.
I looked at the piney woods and then at my friends. They were further away now, getting
smaller, turning into little dots out in the water. I stood up and waved my arms over my head.
They weren't even looking at me.
"Sure," I said, "let's go."
I wasn't afraid of him. He didn't seem like the kind of boy who'd do anything crazy. He
was nice. I already pictured him in his dark green dress uniform, dancing with me, dancing right
next to James and Kimberly. Slow dancing, my head laid on his shoulder, to a love song,
something romantic. He’d have his hand on the small of my back and he’d pull me closer to him
as we circled to the music. It was like a scene from a movie that got bigger and bigger in my
head, like I was sitting in the first row of the theater, watching it.
We got up from the picnic table and walked away from the shore, into the woods where
brown pine needles lined the paths. He didn't talk, but he still held my hand, and once when I
almost slipped, he caught me.
"Want to sit here?" he said when we came to a little clearing with a fallen log. I figured
he wanted to make out. I was nervous, but I wanted him to kiss me. We sat down on the log, and
he did kiss me and his hand went under my t-shirt. He pushed aside the top of my bathing suit
and grabbed my breast. He didn't really seem to know what to do with it after he did that, so he
just held onto it. We kissed for a long time. He tasted like beer, but not so bitter. I didn't have
that much experience kissing, but it wasn't my first time. I had kissed Jason Scott in ninth grade
and Alex Parra last year.
He slid to the ground and pulled me with him, not too hard, not in a scary way. It was
easier to kiss lying on the pine needles. He put his arm under my head, like a gentleman. I could
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hear the sound of our lips and our breath and the grackles chattering in the trees above us.
Everything was soft and slow. Somewhere in the distance, a motorboat revved up. He unzipped
my shorts and I let him. He pushed them down and pushed his hand under my bathing suit and I
let him. I don't know how, but he got his shorts off and he didn't have any underwear on and for
the first time ever, I saw how a boy looked. Different from Virgil, nicer. I liked the dark line of
hair that grew straight down from his round outie belly button to there. The skin on his flat white
stomach looked smooth and clean, not like Virgil’s dark hairy gut. Marshall’s thing jutted
straight up from the black hair.
"You ain’t a virgin, are you?"
"No," I said. I hadn’t been with any boys my age, but he didn’t need to know that. I
wasn’t lying to him. I wasn’t a virgin because of Virgil.
We kissed more. I liked kissing Marshall. His tongue was like a little fish, tickly and
frantic. The first time Virgil’d pushed his big smelly tongue in my mouth, I felt like I was
choking to death, so I bit it. After that, Virgil didn’t ever kiss me when he came into my room at
night.
Marshall pushed his thing hard against my thigh and I didn't stop him. He groped a
condom from the pocket of his cut-offs on the ground and tore the wrapper away with his teeth.
His hands went to his own crotch. I pushed my shorts and bathing suit bottoms down to my
ankles. Then he was on top of me, breathing hard, and he pushed it into me. It didn’t hurt like the
times Virgil did it, but it didn’t feel good either. I wanted it to be better, to feel like the songs
say. I didn’t know how I should move, but I figured I shouldn’t just lie there like when Virgil
was on top of me squashing all the breath out of me. I put my arms around Marshall and moved
with him and made sounds like I liked it. His face was scrunched up ugly and his eyes squeezed
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shut, so I focused on the pine trees above us. When Virgil was on top of me, I always turned my
head to look at the yellow Smurf alarm clock beside my bed. I’d count to myself while he
grunted like a pig. One Mississippi, two Mississippi, however many Mississippis it took for it to
be over.
I wanted to tell my mother about Virgil, after it happened the second time, but I was
afraid she’d think it was something I did that made him come into my room. It was a whole year
before Virgil went to Korea. Since he’s been gone, she sits out in the back yard in a folding chair
every night, smoking Capri cigarettes and writing long letters to him on a yellow legal pad.
Every morning, she marks off the days till he’ll be back on a big calendar on the fridge, one of
those calendars with a picture of a different white sandy beach somewhere for each month.
It didn't take long with Marshall. He exhaled all his breath with a noise like he'd been
kicked in the gut and stopped moving. Then he rolled off me and lay there a minute. I wasn't sure
what to say, so I pulled up my bathing suit and shorts. In a little while he slid the condom off and
threw it into the trees. He fastened his cut-offs, got up and gave me his hand to pull me up, and
we started walking back toward the lake.
"Marshall?"
"Yeah?"
"You're a good kisser." I wanted him to think I had a lot of boys to compare him to. He
laughed a little.
"Thanks. You, too." He didn't say much else, but he held my hand a couple of times when
I had to climb up little hills.
When we got back, Jackie, Becky and the other two soldiers had come out of the water.
The guys stood smoking cigarettes and leaning theirs heads back to chug beer. Jackie lay across
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the top of the picnic table, drunk, and Becky sat up straight next to her, with her knees together
and her arms crossed over her chest. As soon as she saw us, she stood up.
"Anna, we got to go."
"Why?"
"Jackie's already hurled twice." Jackie raised her head to look at me with squinty eyes,
her glasses more lopsided than usual. The smell of soured Arbor Mist mixed with Bud came off
of her.
The soldiers walked us to the car, half dragging Jackie, but Marshall didn't hold my hand
anymore. While Becky and the other two guys struggled to wedge Jackie into the back seat of the
Honda, I stood close to Marshall. Jackie farted and giggled.
"Marshall, would you go with me to a dance at Saloma High?"
He kicked the tire of the Honda with the ball of his bare foot and looked out at the lake.
“When is it?"
"In two weeks, on the 9th. It’s a Friday."
“I probably – I might have duty that night, but, I don't know, maybe." I bent over and dug
through Becky's crammed glove compartment for a pen. I found a red Sharpie and wrote "Anna"
and my phone number on his skinny bicep. I circled it with a big heart, like a tattoo.
Becky started the car and said, "Come on, Anna - let's go." She said the words slow and
low through her teeth, like my mom when she's mad at me. I sat in the car and rolled down the
window.
"Bye, Marshall," I called, leaning my head and shoulders through the open window as
Becky reversed. I slid back into my seat and watched in the side view mirror as the soldiers
walked back toward the lake. They were all laughing and Marshall spit on his palm and rubbed
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his arm. He looked at the smeared red mess and spit on his palm again. The driver shoved
Marshall on the shoulder and Marshall was laughing so hard, he bent over with his hands on his
knees.
I looked straight ahead and said, “Faster.”
As we drove away, he got smaller and smaller.
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A Long Life for a Canary

September 1975
Sherman was a quiet little girl, small for her age at ten, with white-blonde hair and gray
eyes, blending into the walls like a ghost. She was easy to miss. Sometimes her mother flinched
when Sherman spoke and said in an irritated voice, "Goddamn it, Sherman! You scared me – I
didn't even know you were here!"
She often wasn’t there. She walked the woods near their home in Saloma, finding flowers
and mosses that she left undisturbed, or sitting on a log and holding her breath as she watched a
frog jump by. Sherman liked tadpoles and birds and beetles more than the sparkly pink stuff
other girls her age liked. She didn't care much for other girls her age or other girls any age. She
considered herself more boy than girl.
Sherman sat on a smooth gray boulder by Saloma Creek. It had been a dry summer in
South Carolina and the shallow water in the creek barely moved enough to call it a trickle. She
watched a skittish Carolina wren pick its way to the low water’s edge, freezing every few
seconds to fix its round black eyes on her and chirp “teakettle, teakettle, teakettle”. Sherman
inhaled tiny shallow breaths through her nose and didn’t move. She liked the color and markings
of the wren – a soft tawny brown, spotted like a fawn.
Being alone in the woods didn’t scare Sherman. She liked the damp, shaded quiet –
craved it, sought it out. She would stay until the sound of crickets filled the lowering dusk. She
liked listening to their threeps, but night wouldn't be far behind and Sherman's mother didn't like
her out after dark.
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Sherman picked up a dry rattled branch and broke it a little shorter. She used it like a
walking stick as she went home, stabbing it into the dirt and leaves, each sad step piling onto the
one before. She reached the back door of the house, carefully leaned her stick against the brick,
and slipped inside. Sherman went to the refrigerator and got out the bologna and mayonnaise,
pushing them onto the orange Formica counter. She dragged a chair over to the counter and
stood on it to reach the loaf of Sunbeam bread, pulling out two soft white slices. She spread
mayonnaise on both pieces of bread, peeled two slices of pink bologna off the stack and lined
them up on the bread. She cut the sandwich in half on a paper plate and added a handful of Fritos
from the pantry. Sherman rinsed the knife, wiped it dry with the hem of her shirt, and put it back
in the drawer. After pushing the chair back under the kitchen table, Sherman poured a glass of
milk from the fridge and walked to her bedroom, carrying the paper plate and the milk.
“I’m home,” she said as she passed her mother's closed bedroom door.
"Okay. You want me to make you a sandwich?"
"No, I did it."
"Did you clean up your mess?"
"Yes, ma'am."
Sherman went into her bedroom and closed the door. She opened the window a few
inches, pinched a corner from her sandwich and pushed it through the crack onto the brick sill
outside. She did that with all four corners of her sandwich, then sat cross-legged on the floor to
eat the rest of the sandwich. She got up to crumble a Frito chip across the bricks. A pair of wrens
flitted down to the sill and pecked at their meal. Sherman watched and chewed. The wrens ate all
the crumbs and flew away, disappearing against the darkening sky. She took the empty plate and
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glass to the kitchen, threw the paper plate away, rinsed the glass and turned it upside down on the
plastic drainboard.
In the wood-paneled den, Sherman turned on the TV and lay on her side on the brown
corduroy sofa. She kept the sound low. She could hear her mother's voice behind the closed
bedroom door, quiet murmuring giving way to laughter as she talked on the phone. The
television flashed and flickered, brightening the dim room like flashes of lightning. Sometime
during The Waltons, Sherman fell asleep, her hands pressed flat between her knees.
She woke up to a snowy screen and the hiss of static. Marci had pulled an afghan over
her. She turned off the TV, shuffled to the bathroom, brushed her teeth and peed. Before lying on
the mattress on the floor in her bedroom, she looked out the window at where her mother parked
her blue Datsun on the crumbling cement driveway behind the house. The car was gone.
Sherman lined Elsie, Molly and Frank up on her mattress, covers pulled up to their chins, and
eased onto the mattress next to them. She curled her arm around Elsie's worn yellow fur and
pulled her closer, her black plastic button nose cool against Sherman’s cheek. She started
counting in a slow, steady whisper, “One, two, three, four . . .” Before long, Sherman's eyes
closed, her pale lashes against her white skin, as soft as down, as dry as ashes.

October 1975
A blurry yellow moon was soft in the sky and barely cast any light as Gainey left work. It
had been a long fucking day and his back hurt like hell. Sometimes he wondered if he might
have the cancer, it ached so much. Thirty-two years working at Saloma Springs Mills and about
all he had to show for it was a torn-up body and a small nest egg. Not much of one, but once he’d
passed a lot of the foolishness of being a young buck, he didn’t have anything or anyone to spend
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his money on. He climbed into his ’66 Chevy pickup and settled into the worn driver’s seat. The
truck chugged and rattled as he turned the key in the ignition and pumped the gas pedal. He
eased from the dirt parking lot onto the Saloma-Caswell highway and headed for Monty’s.
Gainey liked a cold one after work, even with the chill of autumn around him.
Inside Monty’s, he leaned his aching back against the oak bar and swigged a long first
swallow of Schlitz as he watched a skinny couple propping each other up on the dance floor.
Tammy Wynette sang “Til I Can Make It On My Own” through the jukebox as they swayed in
one place, barely shuffling their feet.
Gainey wouldn't drink more than one beer a night these days, but he still loved the taste.
He finished the Schlitz and took two dollar bills from his worn leather wallet. He put the empty
bottle on top of the two dollar bills on the bar and waved to Monty.
“See you tomorrow, Gainey,” Monty said.

December 1975
Marci pulled into the driveway and squinted at the back of the house. She couldn't make
out if Sherman was home or not. No lights were on, but that didn't mean anything with this child.
She got out of the Datsun, pulling a brown bag from the back seat. Inside the kitchen, she flipped
on the light. No sign of her and it was getting dark.
"Damn it, Sherman, you know the rules," Marci said to the empty kitchen. She went to
her bedroom and unloaded the bottles from the bag, stuffing them under sweaters and blankets
on the top shelf in her closet. She returned to the kitchen and went to the back door. Sherman
was coming out of the woods, marching toward the house with her head down. Marci watched
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her and wondered how such a tiny little girl could be so unafraid of the woods and everything in
them.
When the door opened, Marci was already making a bologna sandwich. Sherman seemed
surprised to see her. "Hi, Mama."
"Hi, yourself, pipsqueak. You’re cutting it a little close -- almost nighttime out there."
She cut the sandwich into two triangles on a paper plate. Sherman got the potato chips
from the pantry and sat at the table.
"I know. I'm sorry. It gets dark too fast now."
"Well, it is December, Shermie."
“I don’t like when you call me that, Mama. It’s just Sherman.”
Marci put the mayo back in the fridge and took out the milk, pushing the refrigerator door
closed with a swing of her hip. She set a Flintstones glass in front of Sherman and poured milk
into it. She looked at her daughter, fair-haired and pale-skinned. Marci had red hair and a pink
complexion. It was her eternal surprise that Sherman was born practically albino, courtesy of her
good-for-nothing daddy’s genes.

Jink Sherman had refused to acknowledge that the baby was his when Marci got pregnant
a couple of months into their affair. Their discussion had been short.
“How the hell did this happen?”
“You’re a grown-ass man. I’m pretty sure you know how it happened.”
“You said you was on that pill.”
“I am on the pill. It isn’t 100%. I might’ve missed a day or two.”
“That ain’t my fault, then. Shit, ain’t no telling if it’s even mine.”
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“It’s yours. We can get a test over in Caswell and prove it.”
“I’m not taking no test. You need to do something else about this over in Caswell.”
Jink had given Marci cash money to go take care of things with a doctor in Caswell
who’d do it and call it something else, and Marci got as far as driving the 22 miles to the shabby
clinic. She sat in her car with the engine idling and pulled the ring on another can of Miller’s.
Marci drank the whole thing while staring at a sparrow that flew in and out of a dark hole under
the peak of the clinic’s cracking roof shingles. It carried twigs, leaves, and what looked like a
strip of newspaper into that hole. Must have been building her nest. Marci pulled out of the
parking lot and drove back to Saloma.
Marci got back at Jink by naming the baby girl Sherman. Let the whole of Saloma talk
about whether or not her baby was Jink Sherman's baby. Let Jink's wife wonder every time she
saw Marci pushing a grocery cart at the Red and White with that powder white baby girl named
Sherman.

Marci brushed wispy platinum hair out of Sherman's eyes, kissed the top of her head, and
went to her bedroom, closing the door.

April 1976
Gainey was in his usual spot, leaning on the bar at Monty's and drinking a beer, when
Marci walked in by herself and sat on a bar stool. She ordered a Jack Daniels, neat, drank it
down and ordered another one. Gainey knew that Marci was the woman that Jink Sherman had
knocked up about ten years ago and then pretended it hadn't happened, along with that sad sack
wife of his. Everybody in town whispered about Marci and her little white-headed girl, and
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Gainey’d seen them around Saloma here and there, but couldn't remember that he'd ever said a
word to the woman. He decided to change that. Why the hell not? She was pretty in a tired way,
like she’d been up too late for too many nights. He moved over and wedged himself next to her
at the bar.
"I like a redheaded woman, you know," he said, nudging Marci's arm.
"Well, all it takes is a bottle of Clairol and you can have you one," Marci said.
"Naw. I like a natural redhead, like you."
"What makes you think I'm natural?"
"Just a hunch."
She smiled sideways at him and Gainey felt the ache in his back ease up just a little. He
decided to splurge and have another beer and Marci ordered another Jack. After drinking that
second beer, he asked Marci to dance. It’d been a long time since he pulled a woman close and
scooted around a dance floor, but it came back to him, natural as walking, and they fit together
just fine.
They danced three dances in a row and on the way back to the bar, Gainey made up his
mind to ask Marci out on a real date, take her somewhere nice over in Caswell for a steak dinner.

May 1976
Mrs. Grady was Sherman’s favorite teacher at Saloma Grammar School. Sherman liked
the way her hair flipped up on the ends and the way she played records on the tabletop record
player as a treat on Fridays if the class behaved all week. During the last 30 minutes of the
school day, they could work on their homework and listen to whatever record Mrs. Grady
played.
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One day it was a Supremes record and Sherman liked the Supremes. She danced a little in
her chair while pretending to read her South Carolina history book. When Diana Ross sang
“Love Child,” Buddy Young mouthed the words and pointed at Sherman while all the kids
around him snickered behind their hands. Mrs. Grady made them turn around straight in their
seats and threatened to stop playing the music if they didn’t behave themselves. She lifted the
needle on the record player arm and moved it to the next song on the album.
That night Sherman told Marci what happened and asked her what “love child” meant.
“It’s just words in a song. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“Then why was Buddy pointing at me? And why did Ruth Ann and Jenny laugh?”
“Maybe they were laughing because Buddy’s funny-looking.”
“It’s about a girl who doesn’t have a daddy, isn’t it? That’s why they were laughing at
me.”
“They’re just stupid kids, Shermie. Don’t worry about what they think.”
“Stop calling me that! I’m not a baby.”

June 1976
Sherman didn't want to wear the dress Marci had bought her for the wedding. Pink and
frilly, it looked ridiculous.
Gainey said, "Let the girl wear what she wants, baby. It ain't going to matter in a hundred
years."
Sherman liked Gainey. Since he’d been coming around, her mama acted different. She
didn’t leave at night or stay in her room with the door closed as much as before. Sometimes they
all drove over to Caswell State Park with a picnic and sometimes they went to the drive-in
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movies. Sherman loved going to the drive-in, because she was allowed to wear her pajamas and
lie on the roof of Gainey’s truck with Elsie and a blanket to watch the movie. Most times she lay
on her back and looked up at the stars in the sky instead.
Sherman stood as her mother's flower girl in yellow shorts and a t-shirt with a bluebird
applique. Gainey wore his one good suit and her mama wore a yellow-flowered dress that
showed up the long red hair that hung straight down on her back. A few people were there, but
not many – mostly the guys who worked with Gainey at Saloma Springs Mill and their wives.
None of the wives were as young or pretty as her mama.
After the ceremony in their little back yard, Sherman pulled the corners off tiny pimento
cheese sandwiches and laid them on the sill outside her bedroom window. Gainey lifted her up
so she could reach better. After she put all the corners and a piece of cheese straw on the bricks,
they watched the wrens land on the sill. They hopped in little circles around the crumbs, their
tiny heads bobbing up and down, almost like they were dancing. Gainey asked her if she'd like to
dance with him. Sherman ducked her head and looked at her toes, and said, "Okay."
Gainey twirled Sherman so that her two long braids flew away from her head and she
laughed. She felt invisible in a good way, like no one could really see her, up high in Gainey's
arms. She spread her arms wide and pretended she was flying.

July 1976
“Happy anniversary, baby,” Gainey said, taking off his Saloma Springs cap and sweeping
a big bouquet of pink roses from behind his back. It’d been the best month of his life, better even
than his days on the Saloma High football team. He’d married Marci fast. Six weeks of dating,
two weeks of planning, and he’d married her before she could change her mind. Prettiest woman
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he’d ever been with. Hell, prettiest woman in all of Caswell County, with her long sweetsmelling red hair and those blue eyes like crystals. And the loving – man, oh, man, the loving!
When she trailed that long hair across his bare chest and brushed her soft full breasts along his
stomach, every inch of him contracted and expanded all at once.
“You crazy man, you,” Marci said, sniffing the roses.
“Crazy about you is all,” he said and then he kissed her.
Sherman came in through the back door.
“Been exploring the woods again?” Gainey said. Sherman nodded.
“I saw a white bird.”
“Really? Wonder could it have been a dove?” Gainey said. Sherman shrugged.
“Don’t know, but it was pretty. I never seen one like that before. It flew really high.”
Marci pulled a meatloaf out of the oven and sat it on top of the stove. The whole kitchen
smelled good.
“Y’all go wash up. Dinner’s ready.”

After dinner, while Marci washed dishes, Gainey and Sherman played Connect Four at
the kitchen table. Sherman knelt on the green vinyl chair so she could reach the top of the plastic
frame to drop her pieces in. Gainey nudged it in her direction a little. Her white-blonde hair fell
across her eyes.
“Go get me a comb and some hair ties, little one,” he said.
Sherman dropped her last piece in and said, “Ha! I win!” Then she looked at him like
she’d just figured out what he said. “Why do you want that stuff?”
“Because I’m going to fix your hair.”
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Sherman clamped her lips together and crinkled her brow.
“Why?”
“Because you look a mess, like an orphan child. Now go,” he said, swatting her behind
with his cap. Country music from WDOG played out of the little radio on top of the fridge.
Marci hummed along with Loretta’s song as she soaped dishes and sipped wine from a glass on
the counter.
Sherman came back with a comb and two elastic hair bands. Gainey positioned her
between his knees with her back to him.
“How do you know how to fix girls’ hair?” she asked, her head bobbing backwards as he
combed through her tangles.
“I had two baby sisters – twins. Mama only had two hands, so I had to learn how to braid
pigtails. Nothing to it,” he said, the comb between his teeth, as he wound her white hair into two
braids and wrapped the elastics around the ends. “There you go, pretty as a princess!”
“I don’t want to be a princess,” she said.
“Okay, then, what do you want to be?”
“A bird. A white bird in the sky.”
“Prettiest little white bird I ever saw,” Gainey said, and he meant it.

December 1976
Christmas had never been much of a deal in Sherman’s life. Marci would put a little fake
tree on a table with one string of lights and a few gold-painted pine cones that Sherman made in
school. Her mama couldn’t afford many presents and she’d never cooked a big Christmas dinner
like Sherman’s friends’ mamas did. Marci said there was no use cooking a big turkey for just the
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two of them. They usually had turkey sandwiches on TV trays in the den and watched TV.
Channel 4 played Christmas movies most of the day.
Sherman had a hard time going to sleep on Christmas Eve this year. She was more
excited about Christmas than she’d ever been because Gainey’d been teasing a surprise. He said
he had it on good authority that Santa was going to bring Sherman something very special. She
knew Santa was really Gainey, but she was all wound up to see what the surprise would be. This
was already her best Christmas yet because Gainey’d brought home a real Christmas tree and put
it up in the empty living room. Marci had never put furniture in that room. “We never use it.
Why spend money on furniture we aren’t ever going to sit on?” she’d said.
The Christmas tree made the whole house smell damp and piney like the forest. They
bought a few ornaments and a string of red, blue, green, and yellow lights. When they finished
decorating it, Sherman and Gainey went outside to see how the lights looked through the
window. It was a little sparse on ornaments, but Gainey said they’d get more each year and in a
few years, their Christmas tree would be covered in shiny ornaments.
On Christmas morning, they all opened presents and Sherman was happy with her new
blue sweater, white sneakers and Monopoly game. Even though her gifts were nice and more
than she’d ever gotten, nothing seemed like the special thing Gainey had hinted at.
“Wait a minute, little one. I think there’s one more package here, stuck behind the tree.
We almost missed it.”
Sherman’s heart thumped as Gainey handed her the gold-wrapped present, thin and not
too big around. As she ripped the paper across the front of the package, she saw that it was a
book: The Yellow Book of Birds of America. A woodpecker with a brilliant red head was painted
on the sun yellow cover. Each page had a full-color illustration of a bird, along with a description
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of its habitat and behaviors. Sherman shivered as she turned the pages: finches, lovebirds,
swallows, cardinals, wrens, warblers, orioles.
She danced around the room and jumped on Gainey’s lap to hug him.
“You’re welcome, little one,” he said, putting her down and standing up. “I think there
might be one more thing – that special thing Santa might’ve left. Stay right here,” he said over
his shoulder as he walked out of the living room.
Sherman bounced from one foot to the other. Marci sat on the corduroy sofa and put on
the gold hoop earrings Gainey had given her. Gainey told her they were real 14K gold and
Sherman thought they were pretty, but Marci didn’t seem too excited about them. She usually
wore sparklier jewelry that she got from the little case in Smith’s Pharmacy downtown.
Gainey came back to the doorway and stopped. He was holding something in his right
hand, hidden behind the wall.
“I got it. Santa left it right where he said he would.”
“What is it?” Sherman whispered.
Gainey shifted his body and swung his right arm into the room. He held something from
a 6” length of zinc chain – a big square something, covered with what looked like a white
pillowcase. He set it down on the floor and eased the cover off as Sherman knelt beside it. She
saw blue plastic, then silver-colored wire, and then near the top, perched on a wooden dowel, a
white canary, tiny and blinking. Sherman sat back on her feet, her hands at her mouth, her gray
eyes wide. She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t.
“What you think, little one?” Gainey asked.
Marci stood behind them, her hands on her hips.
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“Y’all are going to have to clean that cage. I told you, Gainey, I’m not touching that
thing. Birds are nasty, shitting all over the place,” she said as she shuffled to the bedroom.
Sherman leaned over, her nose close to the cage, eye to eye with the canary.
“His name is Walter,” she said.

March 1977
Gainey came home from work early on a Wednesday just to cook dinner for Marci’s 34 th
birthday. He made her favorite, lasagna with garlic bread, and lit long tapering yellow candles on
the table. The flames flickered and made Sherman’s shadow shimmy on the walls of the kitchen
while she set the table. She made sure the silverware matched and picked the plates with the
fewest chips. Everything looked pretty and the house smelled warm and garlicky.
Marci was late.
“She might’ve stopped at the store or something,” Gainey said. Marci didn’t know about
the dinner. Gainey wanted to surprise her. He’d leaned a lavender card with “Marci” spelled in
block letters on the front against the candles.
Sherman and Gainey watched some TV to pass the time. Gainey got up and checked on
the lasagna a couple of times. He blew the candles out.
“Bread’s drying out,” he said the third time he came back from the kitchen. Sherman was
hungry so she asked if she could make a sandwich.
“Yeah, go ahead. Don’t know why your mama’s running this late. It’s going on eight.”
Sherman went to the kitchen and got the bologna out of the fridge. Gainey followed her
and helped her get two slices of bread out of the loaf on the counter. As Sherman spread
mayonnaise on the bread, the headlights of Marci’s Datsun lit up the back yard. Marci parked the
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car, turned off the headlights and sat in the dark car for a few minutes without getting out.
Sherman looked at Gainey with raised eyebrows.
“Wonder what’s going on,” he said. He didn’t seem mad that his surprise dinner had been
waiting for two hours. He opened a bottle of Chianti and poured a glass for Marci as he watched
her through the window in the back door. Sherman took her sandwich to the den. Grizzly Adams
was coming on.
At first, Sherman could barely hear them talking above the TV. Then Marci’s voice got
louder.
“It’s my birthday. I can’t help it if some of the people from the office wanted to take me
out to Monty’s. What was I supposed to do? Say ‘No, thank you very much’?” Sherman hadn’t
heard her mother talk like this for a while, when her words all smashed together and it sounded
like she had marbles in her mouth.
Gainey’s voice stayed low and Marci’s voice came back down to where Sherman
couldn’t really hear either what either of them was saying, just the buzz of their words seesawing
back and forth.
A few minutes later, Gainey called Sherman from the kitchen.
“Come on, little one. Let’s eat some lasagna.”
Sherman wasn’t hungry after her bologna sandwich, but she went to the kitchen. She
threw away her paper plate and sat at the table.
“Happy birthday, Mama.”
“Thank you, Shermie.” Marci sipped the wine and smiled at Sherman. Her smile was
lopsided and her face was flushed. It was her birthday, so Sherman didn’t say anything about the
nickname this time.
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Gainey served Marci and himself big squares of lasagna and put a little on Sherman’s
plate. He put the bread in a basket on the table and sat down.
“Your mama had another party to go to,” he said.
“Oh,” said Sherman.
“But she’s here now and it’s still her birthday, so she gets another party.”
Sherman didn’t say anything else.
“So, baby, you going to open that card there?” Gainey said. Marci put her fork down and
picked up the lavender envelope. Inside was a card that looked like it would be mushy. It had
flowers and curly writing. Inside the card were a few pieces of paper folded up to fit. Marci
unfolded the papers and held them away from her face, trying to focus on the print.
“What the hell is this?”
“Read it,” said Gainey. Marci’s brow wrinkled and her lips moved as she read to herself.
“Looks like a mortgage loan or something.”
“Because that’s what it is.”
“What?”
“For this house. You been renting here for five years and you like it here, so I went to the
bank and bought it. It’s ours now. We can start fixing it up, maybe get some newer furniture. I
got a little money put by.”
Marci looked at the papers for a long time. Sherman didn’t really know what they were
talking about, but she felt like Marci should be saying “thank you” or jumping up to hug Gainey
around the neck, and she wasn’t. Marci folded the papers up and put them back inside the card.
She put the card back inside the lavender envelope.
“Don’t you think maybe you should’ve talked to me about this?” she said.
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“I wanted it to be a surprise, baby.”
“Not all surprises are good, Gainey. What if I don’t want to live in this house forever?”
Marci stood up, picked up her wine glass and the bottle of Chianti and went to the bedroom. The
door slammed shut.
Gainey cleared his throat and swallowed hard. He didn’t even pick up the dishes from the
table.
“Come on, little one,” he said, scraping his chair back from the table. “Let’s watch some
TV before your bedtime. Let your mama get over her tizzy.”
When Gainey fell asleep on the sofa a little while later, Sherman covered him with the
afghan, turned off the TV and went to her room.
Walter was chirping and singing. She put her finger in the cage and let Walter climb on to
it, his weight almost negligible. Bringing her finger close to her face, she kissed the top of
Walter’s head.

July 1977
One Saturday morning, barely more than a year after the wedding, Marci left Saloma.
She got fired from her job at the water company the day before and Gainey told her maybe she
needed to lay off the Jack Daniels, and when all the yelling was over, Marci left Gainey and
Sherman behind, taking nothing with her except a big red suitcase and the blue Datsun. Marci
got down on her knees in front of Sherman before she left and hugged her. Her mascara was
smeared.
“As soon as I get settled and get a place, I promise I’ll come back for you, Shermie,” she
said.
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Sherman gave Marci a quick hug and climbed back on the sofa with Gainey. He stared
straight at the TV and didn’t say anything to Marci. A minute later the back door slammed and
the Datsun started up, the engine whining as Marci reversed out of the driveway. Sherman and
Gainey watched Bugs Bunny and Yosemite Sam cartoons on TV and Gainey cooked blueberry
pancakes, Sherman’s favorite.
“Guess your mama might be gone awhile,” Gainey said as they ate breakfast.
Sherman shrugged and pushed a bite of pancake through a puddle of Karo syrup on her
plate.
“I guess.”
Gainey ate without talking, so Sherman stayed quiet, too. He got up to scrape most of his
pancakes into the trash can and rinse his plate. He put his hand on Sherman’s head as he walked
by.
“I’m going to go rest in the bedroom.”
“Okay. Do you feel bad?”
“Naw, I’m just feeling tired.”
Sherman didn’t like the way his shoulders curved forward when he walked away, like he
was weighed down with something. When she heard him having a coughing fit later, she almost
knocked on the closed bedroom door, but she didn’t. She stood outside the door for a minute and
then when the coughing stopped, she said, “You okay, Gainey?” He blew his nose.
“Yeah, little one. I’m fine.” He blew his nose again. “I’m just going to rest some more.”
Sherman went to her room. She closed the door and opened Walter’s cage. He hopped to
the opening and flew to the top of Sherman’s head. She liked the way his claws felt on her hair,
like a tiny comb.
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Gainey had another coughing fit, funny-sounding coughs that came one on top of the
other, like he couldn’t get a breath.

August 1977
Marci ended up in Atlanta. When she left Saloma, she didn’t have a plan more than
getting away from Gainey and a goddamned mortgage. She had a couple of hundred dollars in
her wallet and a tankful of gas. By the time she decided to go to Atlanta, she’d spent a night here,
a couple of nights there, and used up most of her gas. She’d tossed two empty Jack bottles into
dumpsters at rest stops. Her cash was dwindling.
She found a motel on Moreland Avenue that had a weekly rate of $39, cash up front. The
room was musty and she couldn’t open the window because it was forever locked by coat after
coat of paint. It looked like it’d been awhile since the last coat. Dust was thick on the window
and in the faded curtains. Marci covered her mouth and nose and stepped away from the window.
Coughing, she crossed to the bathroom and flicked on the light. A roach slipped down the side of
the tub and skittered into the drain.
“Jesus,” Marci whispered. She picked up her purse, car keys and the room key, and left,
locking the door behind her. She crossed the parking lot to the motel office, a tiny cubicle where
a fat man watched a tiny black and white TV, breathing through his open mouth.
“Where’s the nearest liquor store?” she asked.
“Two blocks west, take a right. Two more blocks. On your left. Wheeler’s.” He never
took his eyes off the TV.
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After two days and nights of The Guiding Light, Let’s Make a Deal, Jack Daniels, and
cheeseburgers from Hardee’s, Marci took a shower and went out looking for work. She filled out
applications at a couple of offices, but she didn’t believe her applications would get past the
snooty receptionists with their perfect hair and bow-tied silk blouses.
She tried Denny’s on Moreland. She’d never waitressed, but figured she could handle it.
The greasy-haired manager sat across from her in a booth and read the application she’d filled
out in her neat print.
“You’ve never waitressed?”
“No, but I’m sure I can do it.”
“Sweetie, this isn’t like serving up Thanksgiving dinner at home.”
“I’m fast on my feet. I’ve got a good head.”
He looked up from the application and stared straight at her breasts. His eyes moved up
to her lips and then to her eyes.
“I’ll bet you do. Okay, what the hell, let’s give it a shot. You can start tomorrow morning
at 7:00.” He went to the back of the restaurant and came back with a uniform. It looked like it
had been worn and not washed. “Wear this and get here 15 minutes early. I’ll have your
paperwork ready.”
Marci walked into The Dollhouse at around 4:00 p.m. It was close to the motel and she
was trying not to use up her tank of gas. The bartender looked her up and down and said, “What
can I do for you?”
“Jack. Tall, neat.” She sat on a barstool and put her purse on her lap. This place wasn’t at
all like Monty’s. It smelled sour, like fermented beer.
He put the glass in front of her.
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“Two fifty.” Marci pulled three ones out of her wallet and handed them to him.
“Keep the change.”
The bartender rang up the sale on the cash register and pocketed the two quarters. He
picked up a dirty rag and smeared it in circles on the bar.
“I thought maybe you were here for a job.”
“I didn’t know you were hiring. Waitress?”
He nodded his head toward a stage behind Marci. It was hard to see in the dark bar.
“Dancer.”
Marci turned around and looked at the stage.
“Nope. Not a dancer,” she said.
“You sure? You could make some good tips with that pretty hair and your . . .” he looked
at her and seemed to be searching for a word. “With your nice figure.”
Marci shook her head and sipped her drink.

Her feet ached like she’d climbed Mount Everest. She’d never worked so hard for so
long. By the end of her shift, her uniform stunk of sweat that she was sure wasn’t hers. At the
motel, collapsing onto the bed, she pulled bills out of her pocket and counted. Eight dollars.
Eight fucking dollars. She dumped out the change and counted it. A total of $9.45, with the cash.
For eight hours of being on her feet and carrying heavy trays, breaking and cleaning up two
glasses, mixing up orders, getting yelled at by the cook, and enduring the manager’s stares. At
this rate, she’d go through what little money she had in a few weeks, and then what?
She gathered up the change and walked to the pay phone next to the office. The fat night
clerk was in his usual position and she could hear the theme for Good Times through the glass.
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She turned her back, slid coins into the slot, and dialed a number. The pay phone receiver
smelled like bad breath. She rubbed it against the polyester of the uniform and put it back to her
ear.
“Hello?”
“Sherman? Shermie, baby? It’s Mama.”
“Hey, Mama.”
“How are you? I’ve missed you so much.”
“I’m fine.”
“Aren’t you going to say you miss me, too?”
“Yeah, but you haven’t been gone that long yet.” There was silence as Marci twisted the
phone cord in her fingers. “I think Gainey misses you, Mama. He doesn’t talk much when he’s
home.”
“Really? Well, that’s too bad. I don’t miss him.”
“Why not, Mama? What did Gainey do to make you so mad?”
“You wouldn’t understand, Shermie. Grown-up stuff.”
A recorded voice cut in telling Marci to deposit $1.25 to continue. She dropped the coins
in the slot.
“Shermie?”
“It’s Sherman, Mama.”
“I’ve got a job and as soon as I can, I’m going to get enough money to send you a bus
ticket, so you can come live with me.” Marci could hear Sherman breathing.
“Hello? Sherman?”
“I’m here.”
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“I said I want you to come live with me.”
“Where are you?”
“Atlanta. You’d love it.” Marci looked around at the dilapidated buildings, fading
billboards, and pot-holed asphalt parking lot. “It’s real pretty here.”
“I like it here, Mama. Why don’t you just come back here?”
“There’s nothing there for me in Saloma, Sherman.”
“I’m in Saloma, Mama.”
The voice told Marci to deposit more money, but she was out of change and the call
disconnected before she could say anything else.

November 1977
Sherman didn’t have much to say to Marci when she called collect now and then. Marci
did most of the talking about how great Atlanta was and how she’d send Sherman’s bus ticket
soon. At first it scared Sherman when Marci said that, but when she told Gainey about it, he said,
“She won’t never send that bus ticket, Sherman. And if she does, you don’t have to go.”
Most nights after Gainey cooked them a hot dinner, Sherman curled up next to him on the
sofa while they watched Happy Days or Good Times together. Sometimes when the telephone
rang after dinner, they wouldn’t answer it, because neither of them wanted to talk to Marci if it
was her. They’d just keep watching TV, acting like the phone wasn’t ringing.
Gainey usually fell asleep halfway through whatever show they were watching and
snored so loudly that Sherman couldn’t hear the TV, but Sherman kind of liked Gainey’s
snoring. Every night she went to sleep to the muffled sound of snoring from his room down the
hall, as regular and comforting as a heartbeat.
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April 1979
On her fourteenth birthday, Sherman walked from the school bus stop, down the dirt road
to the house. It had rained earlier, but now the sun was shining and it was warm and humid. She
hoped the icing on the cupcakes in her book bag wasn’t melting. Shannon and Karen had made
her favorite – chocolate frosting on yellow cake – and put their allowances together to give her
the new album by the Bee Gees album wrapped in bright lime green paper.
She kicked a rock the whole way home, avoiding puddles, and wondered if Gainey would
give her the guitar she wanted for her birthday. She’d hinted, but $79 was a lot of money.
Probably it would be something she needed more, like new jeans or sneakers.
She turned the key in the front door and put her shoulder against it to push it open. It
always stuck after a rain. She went to her room and dropped her book bag on the floor. Walter
chirruped and she went to his cage to wiggle a finger through the wires. He flapped his wings at
her and gave a canary version of a squawk. This was their daily ritual.
Sherman went to the kitchen for some milk and a ham sandwich. Through the kitchen
window she saw Gainey’s Chevy pickup parked in the back and wondered what he was doing
home from work. She stopped in the middle of making her sandwich and dropped the butter
knife on the orange countertop. What if he’s sick? What if something’s wrong with Gainey? What
if –
“Surprise!” And then the off-key thrum of a guitar being played by someone who didn’t
know how.
Sherman turned around. Gainey stood in the kitchen doorway holding a Yamaha guitar
and strumming his big rough fingers across the strings.
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“You’d better learn to play this thing better than me, little one,” he said, a wide smile on
his face.

Two weeks later, a pink envelope postmarked Las Vegas came in the mail. Sherman
opened it while Gainey sat across from her at the kitchen table. "Happy Birthday" swirled in
iridescent glitter across the front of the pink card. Inside, Marci had written:
“To my little Shermie – I hope your birthday is as special as you are. I’m living in Las
Vegas now! I’ve got a job at the Stardust and a nice room at a really really nice place nearby. It’s
very exciting here – something is always happening! As soon as I can find a bigger place, you
can come live with me and we’ll have lots of fun. Hope Gainey is keeping well.” It was signed
with a line of Xs and Os and hearts.
Sherman put the card back in the envelope and turned it over. There was no return
address.
“You going to play me a song after dinner?” Gainey asked.
“Which song?”
“How about that Dylan song you learned, ‘Blowing in the Wind’? I like some Bob
Dylan.”
Sherman nodded.
“If you’ll eat all your green beans, I promise not to sing this time,” Gainey said.

October 1979
Sherman’s first kiss happened at the Saloma-Caswell football game, under the trees just
outside the chain link fence around the football field. It was not exactly what she’d expected.
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Greg’s lips were cool and soft, and he barely brushed them against hers. The second kiss was
better, considering neither of them knew much about what they were doing. Each kiss after that
lasted longer and their breaths were warm on each other’s faces. Sherman pulled back and
looked at Greg.
“What?” he said.
“I can’t.”
“Can’t what?”
“Can’t do this.”
Greg took a step back and took his hands off her shoulders.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you wanted me to kiss you.”
“I did. I do. But. . . .”
“What?”
Behind them, the crowd cheered and the pep band played a few sped-up bars of the fight
song. One of the trumpets hit a sour note.
“I’m scared.”
“Of what? Me?”
Sherman looked at the skinny 16-year-old boy in front of her. A few pimples were
scattered on his cheek and his dark hair fell across his left eye. He wasn’t one of the cool kids,
but neither was she. She’d known Greg since she was in first grade and he’d finally noticed her
this year when she started ninth grade at Saloma High where he was a junior. Agreeing to meet
him at the football game kind of counted as her first date, though she’d told Gainey she was
meeting Shannon and Karen when he’d dropped her off at the high school.
“No, not of you. Of kissing too much.”
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He took her hand. His palm was clammy and cold.
“Okay, let’s just go back to the game.”
They walked back through the gate and toward the bleachers. He held her hand the whole
way, in front of everyone. When they got to the bleachers, he helped her climb up, stepping
between the people until they found an empty spot up high. When they sat down, he put an arm
around her shoulders. Sherman smiled at him and snuggled against his concave chest.

December 1979
Gainey pushed the cart and Sherman scratched things off the list.
“Did you get the lasagna noodles?” she asked.
“Yep.”
She scratched a line with the pen.
“The parmesan cheese?”
“Check.”
She scratched another line.
“I think that’s everything,” she said.
Gainey steered the cart toward the check-out line.
“Should we make a dessert?” Sherman asked.
“We could get a pie. I’m not too much for baking.”
“Pie and ice cream?”
“Sure.”
Gainey turned the cart back toward the freezer case of the Red and White.
“So, this is Ben and Betty Gamble’s boy, you said?”
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“Yes. Greg Gamble.”
“Ben works at the mills – something in the office.”
“Yes, sir. Greg said he does something with payroll or money or something.”
“Right. Up in the big office.”
“I think so.”
“And his mama?”
“She watches babies at their house.”
“Hm.”
“She’s real nice. Both of them are.”
Sherman picked out a carton of vanilla ice cream and a Sara Lee blueberry pie from the
freezer case and put them in the cart.
“Seems like they’re good people. We’ll see how this Greg stands up to my interrogation.”
“Gainey! You better not embarrass me.”
“What?” he said. “Just a few dozen questions I’ve prepared. ‘What are your intentions
with my daughter?’ ‘When is the wedding?’ ‘How many children do you –“
“Gainey Maurice Bailey!”
Gainey laughed so hard he started a coughing fit. He wheeled the cart back to the checkout line and stacked items on the conveyor belt. As the cashier punched buttons on the cash
register, Gainey ruffled Sherman’s white blonde hair with his rough hand and smiled at her.
“I won’t do nothing to embarrass you,” he said. “I promise.”
June 1989
Sherman knelt at the window in her bedroom and pinched pieces of bread into tiny balls,
lining them up on the brick sill outside the window. In the pink light of dusk, the little white
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lights that Gainey had hung in the trees in the back yard twinkled through the leaves. Recorded
classical guitar music played outside as their friends took their seats on the rented white chairs.
She’d spent all afternoon weaving white roses, phlox and daisies into the trellises of the white
arch where she and Greg would soon be standing.
Sherman stood up and looked at herself in the mirror. Her blonde hair was pulled into a
loose braid that hung down her back. She smoothed the fabric of the long white dress Gainey had
helped her pick out at My Fair Bride in Caswell. He’d sat upright on a pink silk-upholstered
slipper chair, his only clean Saloma Springs Mills cap in his hands, while she tried on dresses.
She’d known this one – a simple unembellished slip dress – was the one as soon as she put it on.
Gainey pulled three $100 bills from his worn leather wallet and paid cash for the dress.
Sherman looked around the room at her creamy French provincial set of furniture, the
first thing Gainey had ever bought her. Before he’d even moved into their house, when he saw
that Sherman slept on a mattress on the floor, he took her and Marci to McAllen’s Furniture in
Caswell to buy a double bed, a dresser and a nightstand. The little girl who didn’t like girly
things picked out the curvy cream-colored furniture with gold-painted curlicues. Marci balked,
telling Gainey they could use a lot more things besides foo-foo furniture for a kid, but Gainey
said it was an investment and that someday Sherman could pass the furniture on to her own
children.
Gainey told Sherman she could take the furniture with her when she and Greg moved into
their apartment in Caswell, that it was her furniture. But Sherman wanted to leave the furniture in
the house, wanted it to be there when she and Greg came back for Thanksgivings and
Christmases.
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Walter’s empty cage sat on her dresser. He’d lived eleven years, a long life for a canary.
Walter became Gainey’s companion when Sherman went to college. He took over the feeding,
the cleaning of the cage, and the changing of the water. Gainey wrote her letters telling her how
Walter had taken to perching on Gainey’s head while he watched TV. He said he thought Walter
was particularly fond of Matlock.
She paced in a circle around her room, ending up back at the window. She stared out at
the people on the green lawn: some of Gainey’s friends from the mill, a dozen or so of her and
Greg’s college friends from all over the Carolinas, and a few friends and teachers from Saloma.
Mrs. Grady sat in the second row, twisting around to talk to Shannon and Karen behind her.
Sherman blew out a long shaky breath. She closed her eyes and pictured Marci showing
up in a faded blue Datsun. Maybe her red hair would have turned to gray. Maybe she’d be round
and softened by the years, or maybe skinny and hard-looking, chewed up by the years. She tried
to remember Marci’s face and think of how it might look twelve years on. Except for her long
red hair, Sherman couldn’t remember for certain what Marci looked like.
She’d mailed an invitation to Marci at the last address she’d known of, somewhere in
Arizona. She’d scrawled the name and address across the envelope just a week ago, stuck a
stamp on it, and dropped it in a mailbox downtown, almost in a panic. As soon as the envelope
slipped through the mail slot, she regretted it. She didn’t tell Gainey what she’d done and tried to
make herself forget she’d done it, told herself Marci had probably moved on again – another
room in another town – and wouldn’t get it anyway. Sherman hadn’t put a return address on the
envelope. The invitation was probably in a dead-letter pile in a dark post office somewhere in
Arizona, undeliverable and unreturnable, the sender unknown.
The phone rang.
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Sherman picked up the extension in her room on the second ring.
“Hello?”
She listened for a moment, twisting the phone cord in her hand.
“No, we will not accept the charges,” she said. Almost in a whisper, she added, “I’m
sorry,” and put the receiver back into the phone cradle.
The recorded music had stopped. The only noises outside were the rustle and whispers of
people on the creaking wooden chairs and the steady cries of the whippoorwills in the woods
beyond the yard. Gainey knocked on her bedroom door. “Sherman?” She took a deep breath
through her nose, blew it slowly out through her lips, smiled, and opened the door.
Gainey stood in the hallway, wearing a new dark navy suit with a white rose pinned to
the lapel. The little bit of hair that was left on his head had turned a steely gray a while back and
was now more white than gray. He looked at Sherman and smiled.
“You sure look beautiful, little one,” he said.
Sherman kissed him on the cheek and rested her hand in the comfort of his crooked
elbow. Gainey covered her small hand with his large calloused one. His blue eyes rimmed in
pink, he looked at her and nodded, and they walked out together.
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The Man Who Fixed Things

The first thing Serena Swinson did every Saturday morning was have sex with Picker
Stubbs. It started about six months after Mack left, moving to Atlanta without notice and leaving
a scribbled note that didn't explain much. She had looked all around the neat three-bedroom
house after reading the note and found the only things missing were him, his clothes, his stinking
Paco Rabanne cologne, and his golf clubs. And, of course, Pixie was still there at the house, too.
Pixie was the only child of their marriage. She was her daddy's daughter, that was certain.
When Serena looked at her daughter, now almost grown, she saw a big girl who was as invisible
as a girl that size could be.

This morning, Serena left Picker asleep in her bed while she went to make strong black
coffee. Pixie sat at the kitchen table, eating a big bowl of Cocoa Puffs with a stack of buttered
toast.
"Morning, baby," Serena said.
"Morning," Pixie said, her mouth full. She read a Harlequin romance novel, her head
ducked, her dark lank hair falling across the pages. The house was quiet. Serena pretended that
the man who came to clean the gutters and mow the lawn wasn't sleeping thirty feet away behind
her closed bedroom door. Serena knew what was going on with Picker was wrong, but when he
was in her bed, they fit together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle.
Pixie put her dirty bowl in the sink and walked down the hallway to her own bedroom
and closed the door behind her. Serena pulled on yellow rubber gloves, turned on the hot water
and washed the dishes Pixie left behind.
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An hour later, Serena stood behind a stainless steel table in the kitchen of the YWCA of
Saloma, implements of precision laid out in front of her in a line. Behind her, on the turquoise
blue Formica counter, a row of clear glass canisters held flour, sugar, salt, and baking powder.
White ceramic bowls full of chopped nuts, raisins, and chocolate chips were spaced two inches
apart to the side of the canisters. On the other side of the stainless steel table, a row of whitehaired ladies and one man sat on folding metal chairs, their eyes soft with age as they watched
Serena tie on her blue-and-yellow checked apron. The man leaned forward just a little.
"Good morning, y'all," she said, her small hands smoothing down the front of the apron.
"Welcome to 'Sweet Times with Serena.' Today we are going to be making my famous ChocoFruit Goodie Bars. They are sinfully good. First we'll start with the dry ingredients."
Serena dipped a plastic measuring cup into the glass canister of powdery flour. She drew
a butter knife across the top of the cup, pushing the extra flour back into the canister and leaving
a flat white plane across the top of the measuring cup. She loved the smooth surface of the flour,
level and perfect, as smooth as glass.
She created a mountain of white powders in the mixing bowl and then used a wooden
spoon handle to tunnel through the top of the mountain so that it became a gaping empty
volcano. She broke two eggs into the opening, putting the shells into the trash container and
turning to wash her hands with soap at the sink.
"Y'all always be sure to wash up after touching raw eggs," she said over her shoulder.
"Salmonella."
Serena's audience ate the warm baked cookie bars straight out of the oven and drank
Maxwell House coffee in paper cups. It was the reason they were there, to eat the cookies and
drink the coffee. Not one of them would ever use the recipe cards that Serena provided at the end
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of the class. She typed them out on baby blue cardstock and always drew a little copyright
symbol after the name of her recipe.

Picker stood on a ladder leaned up against Serena's yellow aluminum siding. He dug his
hand into a rain gutter full of dirt and leaves, scooped out a wad of muck, and dropped it with a
thunk into a bucket on the ground. As wiry and bony as a fifteen-year-old boy and toasted as
brown as his own work boots, Picker was a handyman. He climbed up ladders and under houses,
across roofs, behind walls. He cleaned up trash, cut grass, unclogged pipes, clipped bushes,
swept driveways, and fixed broken things.
Pixie came out of the house through the front door, the screen door banging behind her.
She lowered herself to the top step of the porch and sat with a grunt. Her feet were bare and
dirty, her calves almost the size of the fat white columns on either side of the porch. She sat with
her legs apart, dimpled thighs straining against her yellow cotton shorts, and squinted up at
Picker on the ladder.
"You almost done, Picker?"
"Naw. Y'all got a lot of shit up here."
"You want some Coke or something?"
"Naw, I'm good."
Pixie held her paperback book inches from her face and began reading. She was eating
Chips Ahoy cookies out of the bag.
"Want a cookie?"
"Naw."
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"You need your strength, Picker." She stood up and held a cookie up to him. He wiped
his muddy hand against his jeans and then reached down for the cookie.
"Thanks." He chewed for a few seconds. "That's a good cookie."

Serena pulled into the driveway at 3:00 p.m. and got out of her white Mercury Sable.
Picker walked around from the back of the house with a bucket and shovel. Without looking at
Serena, he began scooping gutter muck from the ground where it'd overflowed the bucket. He'd
already dumped two buckets full into the garbage can in back. Without looking at Picker, Serena
went through the carport and into the back door of her house. She carried a brown grocery bag
on her hip like a toddler.
Pixie sat in the kitchen eating Spaghetti-Os from the can with a spoon. Her book was
flattened against the table and she leaned into it, her nose inches from the page. Serena put the
bag on the table.
"Why are you reading that trash and eating that mess? Those stupid books – 'true
romance'! Not a true word in a single one of them. And you know I'm going to cook you a good
supper here in a minute." Pixie shrugged and spooned more of the pasta into her mouth.
"I was hungry."
Serena looked at the empty Chips Ahoy bag in the trash can, along with two empty Coke
cans, and shook her head.
"Well, don't eat any more. You'll ruin your appetite. I'm making a roast chicken and
scalloped potatoes." She started unloading the bag and putting cans in their places on shelves,
turning them so that the labels aligned. She unwrapped the whole chicken and put it in the
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stainless steel sink. As she washed the chicken's yellow skin, scrubbing under the wings and
around the cavity, she talked to Pixie, like she was teaching her class at the Y.
"You got to get all the germs off the chicken. Salmonella."
She filled the cavity of the chicken with hot water and then dumped it into the sink. Bits
and pieces of purplish-pink chicken innards flowed out with the water and rushed into the
garbage disposal. Steam rose out of the sink. Serena put the scrubbed chicken into the roasting
pan and began swabbing down the sink with orange antibacterial soap.
"You always got to be careful with raw chicken, baby."
Picker knocked on the back door.
"Come on in, Picker," Serena said. He edged into the kitchen like it was territory he'd
never seen, his sweat-stained cap in his hands.
"I'm done out here," he said.
"Baby, get my handbag and get Mr. Stubbs that twenty in my wallet." She didn't look in
Picker's direction. She was massaging butter onto the chicken's bumpy skin, her fingers pushing
the lumps into the creases of the thighs. Pixie handed Picker the money and left the kitchen. He
pulled a beat-up leather wallet on a chain from his back pocket and slid the bill into it.
"Okay, see you next week, Miz Swinson?"
"Yes, Picker. I think the carport roof needs patching. Hope it doesn't rain meantime."
"Here's hoping, then."
He slipped out the kitchen door and a few minutes later the rumble of his old Ford 150
pickup vibrated the air. He gunned the engine a few times to keep it running and pulled out into
the street. Serena watched him through the kitchen window as she washed her hands at the sink.
A trail of black smoke hung in the air over the tarred road.
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Serena opened the oven door and felt a rush of hot steamy air. She pushed the chicken
into the oven and snapped the door shut. As she peeled potatoes, she could hear the fat of the
chicken sizzling and popping in the oven.
That night at supper, Pixie ate both of the drumsticks and thighs, crispy brown skin and
all. Serena liked cooking for her girl, liked to see her enjoying her food. Every night, she made
one of Pixie's favorites: fried chicken, mac and cheese, meatloaf, fried pork chops, or tuna
casserole. It didn't bother her that Pixie was a stout girl. She looked too much like her daddy to
be pretty anyway.
Pixie gnawed on a chicken bone.
"Baby, I don't think there's anything much left there. You want a piece of breast?" Pixie
shook her head and served herself a second helping of scalloped potatoes. She left greasy
fingerprints on the serving spoon, which Serena wiped away before dabbing a half a spoonful of
potatoes on her own plate next to a thin sliver of chicken breast. She’d been sipping her white zin
and hadn't taken a bite of food yet.
"Old Mr. Whitaker actually cooked a batch of my cookie recipe at the Y this morning,
Pixie. Can you believe that? That old coot with an apron tied on him, stirring up a bowl of
dough."
Pixie chewed and then drank a half a glass of milk in one swallow.
"He burnt the bottoms, though. If you ask me, he was just trying to get next to me, that
old rascal. He wasn't paying those cookies any mind. Had to throw them away – they weren't
worth trying to salvage."
Pixie stood up.
"May I be excused?"
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"Finished already?" Serena still hadn't taken a bite of food. She poured a second glass of
wine.
"May I?"
Pixie abided by her mother's rule of not leaving the table until excused, same as she
always sat through Serena's lengthy blessing over food before taking her first big mouthful.
While Serena went on and on about the blackness of human hearts and the depth of human sins,
Pixie surveyed the food, figuring out which thing she would eat first.
"Sure, honey. I'll wash up here when I'm done eating. You go on."
Pixie shuffled down the hallway and Serena heard the soft click of her bedroom door
closing. The muffled sound of a television started. Serena ate a few bites of potato and then took
her plate to the sink, scraping the uneaten chicken and potatoes into the disposal. She ran the hot
water as the disposal sucked and ground the food. She soaped a sponge and scrubbed the sink,
pushing suds down the disposal in a swirl. She turned off the disposal and the water and wiped
the counter top with the soapy sponge, making her way to the stove and scrubbing it. She
stopped to drink the rest of her glass of wine, panting from the exertion of her scouring. She
poured herself another glass of wine and stood at the window over the sink. She couldn't see
anything beyond the glass, the darkness of the night reflecting back at her and hiding everything.
There was no moon, no stars, no light outside the kitchen.

That night, a noise woke Serena. Her bed was warm and it took her a few minutes to
rouse herself enough to figure out what she was hearing. It was the rumble of an old truck,
idling, husky and irregular-sounding. She turned her bedside clock toward her so she could see
the pale green numbers glowing low in the night: 2:42. She heard another noise, something like a
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wooden rattling, then nothing, then the sound of a metal truck door grinding open. It was being
opened as slow and quiet as could be done. Serena heard the squeak of shock absorbers as
something heavy was settled into the truck, and then the engine rattled and the truck pulled away,
its rumbling growing fainter and fainter. Serena closed her eyes and willed herself to go back to
sleep.

In the morning, Serena put on her robe and slippers and went to the bathroom. She
brushed her teeth and put moisturizer on her face. With a rat-tail comb, she reteased the top of
her hair and arranged it with a few hairpins. She walked down the hallway and opened the front
door to get the Sunday paper off the porch. Reading the headline, she went to the kitchen and
measured four heaping tablespoons from the Maxwell House can into the coffeemaker. She filled
the coffee pot with water, poured it into the coffeemaker, and pushed the “On” button. In the
hallway, she paused to look in the mirror and push a few stray hairs into place. At the end of the
hallway, she twisted the knob on the door to Pixie’s room. It was locked. Serena pulled a hairpin
out of her hair and stuck it into the hole on the knob as she jiggled it.
When the morning light slanted across the empty bed in Pixie's room, Serena was not
surprised. She opened the drawers in the small yellow-painted bureau, expecting them to be
empty, and they were. The disarray of items near the bedroom window, which was slightly open,
did not surprise her. Stuffed animals and books lay scattered across the floor, tipped off their
shelves. Serena stepped on a Harlequin romance paperback, its corners dog-eared and worn, as
she leaned over to push the window closed.
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She wasn’t surprised that Pixie was gone. What surprised her was the way she felt as she
sank to her knees and pushed her face into the carpeting, the jagged sound from her open mouth
muffled by the avocado green shag. She could smell the dirt in every fiber. She could taste it.
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The Freeze

Janis hoped that next summer the oleanders would be taller, have more copper-colored
blooms, like they did before the freeze. She looked around her small back yard. The red brick
wall was beginning to sprout tendrils of the vines that had bloomed every summer with bright
pink flowers for the 30 years she’d lived in this house. Everywhere in the yard there were signs
of coming back: sprigs of bright green grass, tiny tight marigold buds fringed in yellow, and
maroon-colored leaves feathering the tips of the branches on the rose bushes. A hard freeze had
hit in the winter, an unusual week of single-digit temperatures that had left the Saloma landscape
changed as spring turned to summer. The oleanders had survived, but had to be cut way back.
The two young palmetto trees in Janis's front yard began graying in early spring, never sending
even a single green frond out before dying. The prickly pear cactus that Janis had babied into
adulthood against all odds in the Carolina humidity didn't survive. It died right after the freeze,
leaving flat, ashy-white carcasses like deflated ghosts draped over the brick wall and puddled on
the ground.
With summer coming on, most of her plants were pulling growth from somewhere deep in
their roots in places where the cold had not reached. It was making for an upside-down summer
where dead white branches jutted up from a tangle of wild green growth below, the trees
growing from the bottom up. Janis had trimmed away the dead branches and leaves from the
oleander at winter's end, leaving truncated stumps about three feet tall. They had looked naked
and shivery, stripped of everything. Now at the base of the tree, a thatch of green leafy stalks
surrounded the denuded stumps. Soon the stumps would no longer be visible.
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The spray of water shooting from the garden hose slowed to a drip as Janis moved to water
the snapdragons. She whipped the heavy hose like a lasso to straighten out a kink. The water
sputtered and spat and then came back, full force. She let it sprinkle like a good rain on the
drooping white heads of the snapdragons, blunting the force of the water with her thumb on the
hose. Sweat trickled down her back inside her shirt and she puffed her cheeks out while she
exhaled. "Fuck, it's hot," she said to the snapdragons.
Janis felt a vibration and wiggled her cell phone out of her shirt pocket.
"Hi, Mom," she said, raising her voice above the sound of the water. She listened for a
moment, then said, "Yep. I'll pick you up at 10:00. Your appointment is at 10:30, right?"
Swishing the water hose side to side, she wet the dirt around the rosemary bushes but didn't let
the water puddle. Rosemary liked to be dry. One of the rosemary bushes looked overgrown,
much larger than the rest, and threatening to crowd out its neighbors.
"That'll give us plenty of time to get to the doctor's office, Mom. I'll call you when I leave
the house. I'm just watering the –"
Damn it. Her mother always hung up without saying goodbye. After decades of listening to
that click, Janis still got pissed off when her mother did it. She dropped the phone back in her
pocket and continued her work, moving on to the herb garden, spritzing water over the little pots
of mint, basil, thyme, rosemary and dill. Within minutes she felt the phone vibrating against her
breast again. Squinting in the sun, she looked at the display.
Janis put the phone to her ear and said, "Hi, Mom." She listened. "Mom, we just talked
about this. I'm leaving in 15 minutes. I'm just finishing up the watering. Like I said, I'll call you
when I'm leaving."
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After giving the rose bushes a long drink, she turned off the spigot and wiped her hands
against her jeans. "Shit," she told the rose bush, "it is fucking hot."

"The results of your CT scan don't show any vascular problems or evidence of any ministrokes, Mrs. Greene. Everything looks pretty normal for your age."
Janis's mother expelled the breath she'd been holding since Dr. Sommers walked into the
room.
"You do have some atrophy of the brain, but that's normal at your age, nothing alarming
about that," he continued.
Everything Dr. Sommers was saying sounded reassuring, but without a specific physical
reason for her mother's rapidly declining memory, Janis worried about Alzheimer's. She’d been
reading about it. She watched her mother as she sat in the blue plastic chair, clutching her purse
in her lap and looking at Dr. Sommers with anxious eyes. Janis had been going to the doctor with
her mother for a few months and it still surprised her that her 80-year-old mother turned into a
child when confronted with a 40-year-old man in scrubs and Crocs. It was one of the reasons
Janis had started going to the doctor with her, to make sure someone asked the right questions
and remembered the answers.

When Janis was a child, Cynthia Greene had treated her daughter like spun crystal on a
glass shelf – something delicate and brittle. Janis remembered few hugs from her mother, none
of the tumbling, laughing family roughhousing she had seen at her friends' houses – nothing her
mother thought could be dangerous. Daddy had convinced her mother that Janis should have a
bicycle, but at first her mother only let her to ride it up and down the long driveway. When she
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was finally allowed to ride around the neighborhood with her best friend Debbie and had a big
crash on the bike that left her bloodied and bruised, her mother had told Daddy, “See, Bill, I told
you she wouldn’t be able to ride that bike without hurting herself.”
When Janis was very small, she must have loved her mother in the needful way that little
children do. Janis could barely remember feeling – more than 50 years had passed – that her
mother was the center of the world. Cynthia had been trim and petite, her skin tanned dark brown
like Janis's everyday school shoes and her dark hair cut short and saucy. She’d worn pink capris
and bright white sleeveless cotton shirts, carrying her purse in the crook of her elbow, with her
tanned arm wagging in front of her as she walked. Her eyes had been as blue as aquamarines in
her bronzed face.

"How has your blood sugar been, Mrs. Greene?"
"Fine." Janis wondered if her mother was telling the truth. When she helped her mother
clean house last week, Janis found empty Twinkies wrappers stuffed under the extra blanket in
the bedroom closet and hidden under the frayed white nylon panties in her underwear drawer.
Not wanting to confront her mother, Janis put the wrappers in the trash bag and said nothing.
"So we'll continue the Metformin then," Dr. Sommers said as he keyed notes into his
laptop. "Your cholesterol and blood pressure numbers are good. No need to change anything
there." He twirled around on the stool to face her mother again, rolling across the floor until he
was knee-to-knee with her. "How’s the memory problem been going? Any changes?"
He looked from Janis to her mother and back to Janis again. Her mother said, “I’m fine,”
and Janis, standing behind her, just shook her head. Dr. Sommers continued to look at Janis over
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her mother's head for a second or two and then seemed to make a decision. His voice softened a
little and he looked into Cynthia’s eyes as he spoke to her.
"Mrs. Greene, since we can't pinpoint exactly what is causing these memory problems, I
think we need to treat this as the beginning of Alzheimer's. I want to start you on Aricept." He
opened a cabinet next to him and pulled out a brightly colored card with little pills jiggling in
lines of plastic bubbles, handing it to Janis. "One a day, with food. Some patients feel a little
queasy in the beginning. If that happens to you, it'll probably pass, so try to stick it out if you
can." The packet of pills had a booklet attached. Janis pulled it off and stuck it in her purse. Her
mother overreacted to warning labels on drugs, certain she was afflicted with every possible side
effect.
"You won't see any dramatic improvement in memory with the Aricept, but sometimes it's
quite effective at slowing the disease's progress." Janis looked at her mother's face to see how Dr.
Sommers' words were affecting her. She didn't seem upset, which probably meant she hadn't
really understood what the doctor was saying. Janis would have to explain it to her.

When she was six years old, Janis had been in love with her father, saying that she was
going to marry Daddy when she grew up. On the nights when Daddy got ready to take her
mother out to a dance at the country club, Janis sat on the bathroom counter and watched him
shave. His shaving lotion looked like whipped cream and smelled clean like soap. Sometimes he
lathered Janis's face like his and gave her a shaving razor without a blade in it. She swiped the
lather off her face in narrow swaths, feeling the cold hard metal against her skin. Mimicking her
father, she pulled the corners of her mouth up on one side and then the other as she dragged the
empty razor across her cheeks. Looking up at the ceiling in tandem, they ran their razors up the
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slope under their taut chins, rinsing the shaving cream off their razors under the water running in
the sink. Then they splashed water to rinse their faces and dried off, making funny faces at each
other over the fluffy white hand towels. The final step was a splash of 4711, Daddy's cologne.
He dabbed some behind her ears and on the tip of her nose and later she drifted off to sleep
thinking of Daddy dancing with her mother at the country club while the babysitter read
Seventeen magazine and watched Hullabaloo on TV.
Janis's favorite nights were the ones when her parents hosted cocktail parties at their home.
The low-slung yellow brick ranch house was made for entertaining, with a long sunken living
room that easily held dozens of women in satin sheath dresses and bouffant hairdos and dozens
of men in dark suits, their hair slicked in a controlled swoop away from their foreheads with
Brylcreem. Janis would lie awake in her room, the door cracked just enough for her to hear the
tinkling of ice and laughter drifting up from the living room, accompanied by the sounds of
Benny Goodman and Dean Martin and the smells of cigarette smoke, scotch and perfume.
Every so often during the night, Daddy tiptoed into her room to check on her. The first few
times, she sat up in bed, reaching her arms up for a hug. Sometimes he lifted her out of bed for a
quick foxtrot in his arms around her bedroom. Janis leaned her head back as they twirled, her
laughter bubbling over their heads. After that, when she knew it was late and she should be
asleep, she kept her eyes shut when he slipped in. Daddy brushed her blonde curls back from her
face and left a scotch-scented kiss on her forehead, stepping out and shutting the door behind
with a soft click.

Janis took her mother to breakfast at Reena’s Cafe after the appointment with Dr.
Sommers. It was one of the few restaurants Cynthia liked now. After they ordered – always
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biscuits and gravy for her mother -- Janis searched for things to talk about. She had known her
mother longer than anyone else in her life, but she struggled to talk with her. Reaching into her
purse, Janis pulled out the packet of pills the doctor had handed her. Sometimes her mother
didn't want to take medicine and wouldn't say why.
"Mom," she said, taking a pen out of her purse and clicking it, "you need to take one of
these every day. I'm going to mark the date over each pill to make it easier." Cynthia watched as
Janis wrote larger numbers above each plastic bubble.
"What are those for?"
"This is the Aricept, Mom. Dr. Sommers wants you to take it to see if it'll help your
memory issues." Her mother made a “tssh” noise.
"I know I'm forgetting things, but that's just old age."
When she was speaking to Janis, Cynthia never looked at her. She talked to the salt shaker
or searched in her purse for things she never found, but she wouldn't look Janis in the eyes. Janis
wondered whether she should remind her mother that last week she had gotten lost driving to the
Piggly Wiggly near the house where she had lived for 50 years and had called Janis, panicked
and shrill. Janis said nothing about it now. Reminding her mother of things she didn't remember
was like trying to make her remember something she had never done.
"We could all use a little help with our memories, right, Mom?" she said. One good thing
about Reena’s, Janis thought as Belinda set dishes down in front of them, the service was fast.
Less time to try to make small talk with her mother.

Daddy brought home a tiny blue-eyed Siamese kitten when Janis was seven. She named her
Suzy. Janis was soon dressing her in doll clothes and carrying her around like a baby. After a few
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years, Suzy grew too big for the doll clothes and Janis could manipulate her into only the baby
doll bonnets, tying them with a big bow under Suzy's chin. The chocolate-colored Siamese
would recline on the bay window seat, her head encased in a frilly pink bonnet, eyes shut,
purring like a motor, while Janis covered her in baby blankets and fussed over her. Janis grew up
with Suzy sleeping next to her every night, nuzzled into the angle of her knee or the curve of her
chin. When Janis slammed the front door in the afternoon, shedding her book bag and sweater on
the way to the kitchen, Suzy came running from wherever she was, trilling her throaty meow. As
Janis poured herself a glass of milk and tore into the Oreos, Suzy wound herself through Janis’s
legs in a figure eight, over and over, while the Greene's maid Cassie fussed at Janis about
messing up the kitchen. "You mess up, you clean up, Janny Jane," Cassie would say. But Cassie
always sponged off the counter and put away the milk after Janis headed to the den for an
afternoon of The Flintstones and The Jetsons, curled up with Suzy in a milky warm ball on the
couch.
Even when the drink became Pepsi Cola and the TV was tuned to General Hospital, which
Janis watched with Cassie every afternoon after school once she was too old for cartoons, the
constant was Suzy and her thrumming purr. Cassie ironed clothes as they watched, the iron
hissing every time she sat it down to move one of Daddy's shirts over on the board. She clucked
at the TV, shaking her head and sprinkling the shirt with water. As Janis lay on the couch, Suzy
purred and kneaded her paws on Janis's thigh, her razor claws piercing the wool of Janis’s
pleated skirt, but never her skin. Suzy sharpened her claws on the living room sofa, undeterred
by Cynthia's sharp exasperated claps and yelling. The fabric hung shaggy and ruined on both
ends.
*
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Janis came home from school on day in the tenth grade to find her mother home from work
early and directing two men who were loading the sofa into the back of a truck that said
"Williamson & Sons Upholstery" across the side. When Janis questioned her, Cynthia said, “I’m
having the sofa recovered. I’ve put up with that shredded mess long enough.” She described the
fabric she had chosen in a reverent voice: a beautiful turquoise silk, the kind with the tiny slubs
that meant it was the real thing, not that cheap synthetic stuff.
A few weeks later when Janis came home from school, the sofa was back in the living
room, the new silk upholstery tailored, tucked and pleated like a dress Jackie Kennedy would
wear. Janis walked from one end of the sofa to the other, admiring the pretty fabric, wisping her
finger along the seat but not daring to sit on it.
"Don't you touch that sofa, Janny!" Cassie yelled from the den as the iron spat and stewed.
Suzy didn't meet Janis in the kitchen where she wrenched the top off a Pepsi Cola with the
bottle opener. Heading to the den, Janis called Suzy's name. Janis sat on the orange corduroy
couch and drummed the seat cushion loudly with both hands, calling Suzy again.
"Where's Suzy, Cassie?" Janis asked. Cassie shrugged and shook her head, never taking her
eyes off the TV. Janis began searching the house and when she didn't find Suzy, she felt a sense
of panic. Suzy must have escaped when the men delivered the sofa. Suzy was an inside cat.
She’d gotten out once before and spent three days in the crawlspace under the Givens' house
before the Givens boy found her, hungry and dehydrated. Hutch Givens had said, "We heard
meowing, but we just figured it was some wild cat. We didn't know she was loose."
Janis went outside and began walking the neighborhood and the surrounding woods, calling
Suzy's name over and over again.
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When Janis's parents came home from work, Janis met them at the door and told them
about Suzy, her voice reedy and frantic. Cynthia said nothing, just slipped past Janis to go to her
bedroom to change clothes. Daddy took Janis's hand and led her to the new sofa. The fabric
made a swishing sound as they sat down.
"Suzy didn't run away," Daddy said. Janis stared at him, not understanding. "I took her to
the vet today."
"Why? Was she sick?"
"Not really sick, no." He stumbled over his words in a way Janis had never seen. "She
was....your mother wanted...sugar, Suzy was getting old."
"But she's not sick," Janis said.
"She was getting real old." Daddy looked at Janis. She imagined Daddy picking Suzy up
and carrying her to the station wagon, her purrs loud and constant. Janis could see her curled in
the passenger's seat, eyes squeezed shut in pleasure, as Daddy rubbed her rich cream and brown
fur with one hand and drove with the other.
"No," Janis said. She stood up, still looking straight into her father's eyes. "No!" she said,
louder. Cynthia came to the door of the living room and leaned against the jamb momentarily,
brushing her fingers through her short hair to smooth it back into place. Janis saw her eyes sweep
the length of her new unblemished sofa before she turned without a word to start cooking dinner.

When the freeze came upon them last January, Janis went to her mother's house to check
on her. It was tough going on the icy roads, but Janis felt a duty. She had called her mother
earlier in the day and something had not seemed right. Since Daddy had died almost six years
earlier, her mother lived alone. Though she didn't like living alone, her mother didn't want to
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relinquish her house and move into an assisted care facility. She told Janis that she didn't ever
want to be "put in a home for the aged." She pronounced it "ay-jed."
Janis found her mother drinking coffee in the kitchen, the house frigid inside. Janis could
see her own breath curling out of her mouth in a cloud as she asked her mother why the house
was so cold. Was the heater broken? Had the pipes frozen? Her mother seemed confused.
"It's not that cold, Janis. Don't exaggerate."
"Mom, it's two degrees outside. Why didn't you call me?" She flipped the light on in the
narrow hallway to check the thermostat. The heater switch sat in the "off" position. "What the
hell, Mom?" she said, her voice rising. "Are you trying to kill yourself? Why is the heater turned
off?"
"I always keep it at 62," her mother said.
"Number one, 62 is too low in the winter time, Mom. And number two, it's 30 degrees
inside because you have the damn heater turned off."
"No, I always keep it at 62."
Janis clicked the button to "on" and adjusted the temperature setting to 75. She was
relieved to hear the heater rumble on and feel warm air rush out of the vent. She went through
the house, turning all the faucets on to a slow drip. Then Janis stuffed a few of her mother's
things into an overnight bag and insisted on taking her back home with her. It would take a long
time for her mother's house to get warm.
Janis put her mother's things in the guest room of her small brick cottage and turned on the
gas flame under the kettle to make tea. She shivered, unable to get warm. Her mother sat in the
living room, a blanket on her lap, gloves on her hands, and a bright pink wool cap pulled over
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her white hair. Janis had made her mother put on the gloves and cap and had tucked the blanket
over her lap. Cynthia told Janis she was making a fuss over nothing.
"I'm just trying to take care of you, Mom."
"I can take care of myself."
"Really? With the heater turned off in the middle of the biggest freeze we've ever had?
That's taking care of yourself?"
"I was fine."
"Your house was like a freezer!"
"I don't think so."
"Your hands and feet were like ice, Mom. How could you not know that? How could you
not know the heater was off?" Janis’s voice got louder and louder. "Jesus! What is wrong with
you, Mom?"
"I don't know, Janis. I don't know what's wrong with me." Cynthia sounded hard and
broken at the same time.
Janis looked at her, surprised. Her mother never cried.
"What do you mean, Mom?" Cynthia just shook her head and looked out of the window,
her eyes soft and unfocused. Janis sat down next to her on the sofa and forced herself to put her
arm around her mother's shoulders. She felt the thin brittle bones under her papery skin. Even
with the blanket, gloves and cap, her mother's skin felt cold and dry.
Janis made the appointment for Cynthia with Dr. Sommers as soon as the weather returned
to normal.
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After breakfast at Reena’s, Janis took her mother home. She walked into the house and
placed the card of Aricept on the kitchen counter. "Once a day, Mom, remember." Her mother
peered at her over reading glasses, annoyed.
"Yes, Janis, I know."
"Just wanted to be sure. I'll leave them here."
She stood at the doorway of the den while her mother settled into her chair with a
crossword puzzle and flicked on the lamp beside her. She started filling in answers without
saying anything more. Janis stood for a moment, watching. Cynthia’s lips moved without a
sound, as if she were reading the clues to herself. Janis thought her mother had forgotten she was
there when she looked up at Janis and said, "Thank you." Surprised, Janis just nodded. Cynthia
went back to her crossword puzzle. Janis stood, leaning against the doorway, for a few more
seconds before she spoke.
"Mom, what ever happened to that sofa from the old house?"
Cynthia looked up from her crossword and cocked her head.
"Heavens, Janis. I don't know. I think I gave it to Goodwill years ago."
"Did you love that sofa?"
"Did I love that sofa? What kind of silly question is that? It was just a sofa."
"Do you remember what color it was?
"Of course I do. It was a bluish-green."
"Turquoise."
"Yes, bluish-green, turquoise, same thing."
"Silk."
"Yes, silk. I remember that."
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"You loved that sofa."
"Well, I certainly liked it. I picked out the fabric. I remember it cost nearly $1,000 to
reupholster. In those days, that was a lot of money. Your father had a fit." Her mother stared into
the air in front of her, a slight smile on her face. "A fit," she repeated.
"You made Daddy take Suzy to the vet to be put down." Janis's voice was flat and low.
"You killed her so she wouldn't ruin your sofa." Cynthia looked over Janis's shoulder at the
grandfather clock in the hallway. "Your turquoise silk sofa," Janis said, her voice getting
stronger with each word.
"I don't know what you're talking about, Janis."
Janis walked over to Cynthia’s chair until she was standing right next to her, looking
straight down at her.
"You know exactly what I'm talking about, Mom. I'm talking about my cat, Suzy. The cat I
loved, the cat who ruined your sofa, the cat you had killed. She wasn't even sick!” Janis sucked
in a deep breath and said in a calmer voice, “She wasn’t sick; she was just old."
Cynthia looked up at Janis, her neck tilted back against the chair, and said, "What makes
you so sure it was my idea? Your father’s the one who took her to the vet. He was the one who
said he wasn’t spending $1,000 on a sofa to have it ripped to shreds again."
She went back to working on the crossword puzzle. Janis stood by her chair, unmoving.
"What nonsense," Cynthia muttered as if she were talking to herself, neatly penciling letters into
the squares on the paper.
It was useless to argue. Her mother's memory, frozen and fissured, would never be reliable
again. Daddy’s idea to have Suzy put down? No. Surely that was just her mother reshuffling
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history again, inventing her own realities from the pieces of things she could remember. There
could be no certainty about anything anymore.
Janis walked to the front door and opened it.
"I'll call you tomorrow, Mom. Don't forget your pills," she said, before closing the door
after herself.

When Janis got home, she went straight into the back yard without going into the house.
The overgrown rosemary bush dwarfed the bushes next to it. Janis imagined it sucking up all the
water, hogging the sun's rays, choking out the smaller rosemary bushes, taking everything.
Though the summer sun still burned high in the unclouded sky and Janis's clothes were all wrong
for yard work, she took the pruning shears out of the shed and started cutting the overgrown
rosemary. She began clipping in a neat circle around the top of the bush, the green tips flying in
all directions. The more she clipped, the harder and more unyielding the branches became. They
grew thick and resistant. Sweating and grunting, she hacked at the bush. Her back hurt and the
muscles in her biceps burned. As she fought with a gnarled branch, she shouted "Fuck!" and
yanked the shears in furious bursts. The branch finally snapped and she dragged it away from the
bush. It took nearly an hour to finish the task and sweat drenched her hair and her clothes. Her
shirt stuck to her back as she straightened up, holding the small of her back, and looked at the
rosemary bush. Shorn branches covered the ground and the bush leaned, lopsided, as if a strong
wind were pushing it. Janis took off her sunglasses and wiped her sweaty face into the arm of her
white shirt, leaving a swath of grime and makeup. When she put her sunglasses back on, she saw
that what remained of the bush was mostly dead-looking, its stubby branches bare of greenery,
an ugly dead grey in the middle of a yard that was coming back to life.
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Janis, coated in dust and bits of rosemary, felt a sunburn prickling the back of her neck. She
stood staring at the bush, her breaths coming hard and irregular. She looked at the oleanders, the
green shoots stretching toward the sun. She walked across the back yard with the shears and
started cutting them, branch by branch. She hacked and chopped until the oleanders stood
denuded and bare like they’d been after the freeze. She turned to the rows of snapdragons and cut
them down, one after the other falling like they’d been hit by a firing squad. Next she cut the
rose bushes back, more and more and more, until just the central stumps stuck up from the
ground. The back yard was a chaos of beheaded flowers and butchered plants.
Janis crossed the yard to the shed, put the shears back in their place, and sat down on the
steps of the back porch, crossing her arms like a bridge over her knees. She surveyed the yard,
littered with the green branches and blooming flowers she’d cut. She looked at the stumps and
stalks that stood naked where there had been lushness. She stared at what remained of the prickly
rosemary bush, wondering if it had any life left in its dry branches or if the freeze had killed it on
the inside.
After a few minutes, Janis went to the spigot and turned on the water. She pulled the hose
across the back yard and dropped it so that the water burbled around the roots of the rosemary
bush, pooling in the sunken area where the twisted gray trunk came out of the earth. She let the
cool water run until it overflowed, pouring over the brick edging like a waterfall.
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Evie Finds God or Something Like God

Evie wasn’t a religious woman. She hadn’t been inside a church for more than 30 years,
the last time being her mother’s funeral. That event had severed whatever small connection she
had to the Victory Tabernacle United Pentecostal Church of Burleson, North Carolina, and that
had been that. For a while, the deacons and visitation committee from the church has insisted on
calling on Evie in the hopes that she wouldn’t stray from the fold. They’d sat upright in the
living room of Evie’s mother’s house, hands on their knees, and repeated their scripts.
“The church family wants to support you during this terrible time,” said Deacon
Whitaker.
“You shouldn’t be alone during these dark days, Sister Pembroke. Let us help you find
comfort in the arms of the blessed Shepherd,” said Sister Sulley.
“I’m fine,” said Evie.

Evie was still fine. Everything was fine. Her days were filled with work and
responsibilities and she had no need for the arms of the blessed Shepherd. She had a degree from
Duke in Political Science, with a minor in Philosophy, but she managed the Tuttle’s Hallmark
Store in town. On slow days, she’d send the clerk home and sit on a stool by the register reading
a worn copy of Plato’s Republic. She had to use readers now and she wore them on a strand of
faux pearls around her neck. When she had them on her nose, two pearl ropes swooped from
behind her ears to her shoulders like dog ears.
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When the door to Tuttle’s opened, an electric chime piped a few bars of music “Oh,
Danny Boy.” In a few weeks it would be Easter. It was about time to change the chimes to play
“Here Comes Peter Cottontail.” A man stepped into the store, closing and shaking an umbrella,
which he leaned against the wall by the door.
“Is it raining?” said Evie.
“No, not now,” the man said, walking toward a display of knick-knacks that had a Celtic
theme. Evie looked out of the window. The sun was shining. The pavement was dry. The camelcolored umbrella resting by the door was dotted with beads of water.
Evie stood up and walked over to the man. He was tall, probably 6’2” or taller. She had
to tilt her head back to look him in the face.
“May I help you?”
“I’m looking for a gift for my daughter.”
“How old is she?”
“She’s –” He paused. “Ten?” he said, looking at Evie for confirmation.
“Let me think, what might appeal to a girl of ten?” Evie seemed to be talking to herself.
She crossed to a display case and waved a hand toward a shelf. “We have this collection of My
Little Pony figurines. They’ve become popular again, it seems.” He lifted one of the pink and
lavender figurines from the glass display shelf and handed it to Evie. He didn’t seem to give it
any thought, just picked up the closest one. His hand was large, clean, smooth and the halfmoons at the base of his nails were perfect pink crescents.
Evie wrapped the pony figurine in white tissue before placing it in a Tuttle’s Hallmark
gift bag. As she gave him his change, he covered her hand with both of his and thanked her,
looking straight into her eyes. Evie, who wasn’t normally affected by such things, felt a nervous
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thrill shoot through her belly. As he retrieved his umbrella and opened the door, Evie said,
“Wait!” The sound of the word surprised her. He turned to look at her.
“Do you need a card to go with the gift?” She knew she was just trying to keep him in the
store and she felt ridiculous. He walked over to her and took her hand.
“No, thanks. No card needed.” He bent and kissed her hand the way men did in the old
movies. “Perhaps you’d care to go for a drink when you get off work, though?”

At 6:22 p.m., Evie walked into Hugo’s and sat at the bar. The place was dark. Hugo’s
hadn’t changed much in the 40 years since Evie had her first drink there. Same dark maroon
vinyl booths that in the dim light could pass for shiny leather. Same row of wooden stools at the
bar. For the past 14 years, the same bartender wiping down the burled wood of the bar.
“Evening, Evie. Glenlivet, neat?”
“Yep.”
He pulled a glass from the shelf and poured an amber stream of scotch into it.
“Thanks, Nelson.”
The bar door opened and the man paused in the doorway, backlit by the sun. Evie
watched him walk across the bar toward her. I don’t even know this man’s name. This isn’t like
me. Did he look this young at the store? She thought his hair had been salt and pepper, but saw
now that it was dark. Maybe it was just the low light in the bar.
He removed his coat in an unhurried way and, holding it by the middle of the collar,
folded it in half. He stood next to her, his coat draped over his arm like a butler’s serving towel.
“Hello, again,” he said with a smile and a slight tip of his head.
“Hello.” Evie sipped her scotch and then said, “My name is Evie. What’s yours?”
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His name was Gavin. He was an insurance salesman. He was divorced. Never remarried.
One daughter, who lived in Florida with her mother. He was not from Burleson, but he felt like
he might stay here now. He had a drink. She had another one. They were the only customers in
the place. Nelson was watching soccer on the TV at the other end of the bar while Frank
Sinatra’s voice sang through a speaker above their heads.
He’s not really handsome in the normal way, but there’s something. After a few hours of
talking and sipping scotch, Evie did something that she hadn’t done in more than 20 years. She
invited a man to her house, the same house that the deacon and sister had visited, trying to herd
her back into God’s corral. He accepted.
She drove the familiar roads home, Gavin’s headlights in her rear view mirror. Each time
she looked up, Evie almost expected to see only darkness in the mirror, but Gavin stayed behind
her, following her all the way home, just as he’d said he would. She pulled into the garage and he
parked in the driveway.
The neighbors will talk.
As she went through the living room, switching on lamps and plumping pillows, Gavin
pointed down the hallway.
“Bathroom?” he asked. Evie nodded and he excused himself. She turned on the stereo to
a jazz station. She wasn’t sure where she wanted this evening to go. What the hell am I doing?
Gavin was obviously younger – much, much younger. She was 61. She never lied about her age
to anyone; she didn’t see the point. She looked at herself in the mirror over the sofa. Evie didn’t
romanticize things: she knew she looked her age. Her hair, cut short but stylish, was almost fully
grey now. There were lines and wrinkles, her chin sagged a bit – no use denying it, she was 61.
What was she doing with a younger man here in her house, and a stranger? What was she
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thinking? She heard the toilet flush and the water running. She poured two glasses of neat scotch,
two fingers each. Before she could turn around, Gavin was behind her. He wrapped his arms
around her and nuzzled her neck.
“You smell good,” he said.
Evie felt paralyzed. It’d been years, so many years, since she’d been with a man. His
breath ruffled the hairs on her neck. It smelled of scotch in a warm nice way. She turned to face
him.
“Gavin, I don’t know how old you are, but –“
“There is no age.”
“What?”
“It is of no concern.”
“But – “
“It is of no concern.”
He kissed her, his lips cool and light on hers. He looked at her, the question unasked, but
she understood. He was right. It was of no concern. Evie led him to her bedroom, where she
spent the next two hours outside of age and time, taken out of herself, unwound like a skein of
the softest wool. She opened her eyes to find Gavin looking at her, into her eyes, with something
like love – a pure and uncovered thing. She was a little afraid of him, of that look. He laid back
and rubbed her bare arm.
“How do you feel?” he asked.
She inhaled a long intake of breath through her nose and stretched, extending her toes to
the footboard like a dancer.
“I feel very well,” she said.
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She had never felt this way, unmoored, unlocked, adrift, all of her anchors pulled up. She
floated. She didn’t know where this would go, where it could go. Seeing him naked, the shadow
of muscles in the flat of his belly and the flex of his arm as he propped himself up on one elbow,
she knew that he had to be in his early 40s, maybe even younger. Be realistic, Evie. This is
nothing more than a little fun on his part. A Mrs. Robinson moment. She took a breath and turned
her head to look at Gavin, ready to say words like “impossible” and “impractical.”
He was asleep, his face unlined and expressionless. He looked peaceful and sweet, like
the beatific portraits of a white Jesus. He barely seemed to breathe. She decided to let him stay,
let him sleep in her bed. She thought she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep with this stranger in her
bed, but she did. She was asleep in seconds and dreamed they rode horses through a place of
bright light. The horses were lavender and she was naked and unafraid.
When she woke, Gavin was not there. The morning sun fell across the sheet where Gavin
had slept, the pillow concave where his head had been. Evie stood up and pulled a long t-shirt
over her head. As her head pushed through the neck of the shirt, something felt off, not quite
right. There was hair falling down her back, past the middle of her back. Long hair parted over
her shoulder, some hanging in front, most hanging in back – dark brown, soft, a bit wavy. It. She
grabbed it with her hands, formed a ponytail. She pulled and could feel the roots of her hair
resisting.
“Gavin?” she called, walking into the hallway, one hand still holding the hank of hair at
the back of her head.
“Gavin?” She paused at the closed bathroom door in the hallway. “Hey, are you in there?
How drunk was I last night? Did I go out and get extensions or something? This is bizarre.”
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She walked back into the bedroom and noticed Gavin’s clothes were not on the chair
where he had neatly laid them out the night before. “Oh, man,” she said, sinking into a chair in
the bedroom. She sat looking at her feet. Jesus, she didn’t remember painting her toenails pink.
When did that happen? She didn’t think she had drunk that much. How did she manage to have
some kind of spa night at midnight on a Wednesday night? Extensions, a pedicure, what else?
Oh, Jesus. Was I drugged?
Her equilibrium shuddered, but she forced herself to stand up and walk to the bathroom.
She flipped on the light and looked at herself in the mirror. Her hair was long and dark, exactly
as it looked in 1972. She pulled her fingers through it like a comb. She bent her head toward the
mirror to examine her scalp. No extensions. Out of habit, she reached for her a pair of readers to
take a closer look, but realized she was focusing on the individual strands of hair coming out of
her scalp. Holy shit. I can see. She straightened up and looked at her face. She felt cold and hot at
the same time. In the mirror was the face of her 21-year-old self, her skin soft as chamois, as
pink as a sunrise. She stripped the t-shirt off and stood naked, looking at herself in the mirror.
Her breasts were rounder and firmer, her nipples perfect, dark rose-colored circles of surprise
against her white skin. Her hips curved away from her waist with gentle symmetry. What
happened last night? This isn’t possible.
She looked at her abdomen. It swelled in a pink curve above the dark line of pubic hair,
rounded and full, her skin slightly taut. She put her hand against her belly and pressed.
Inside her, something fluttered, rotating toward the warmth of her touch.
“Gavin?” she whispered.
Silence. Then rain, heavy and abrupt, drumming the roof like relief – sickening,
exhilarating relief.
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